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ABSTRACT 
Voices in the Heart is a thematic study of contemporary Hong Kong 
literature, primarily fiction, written in English. The primary purpose has been 
to survey the field and then locate within this corpus a series of themes and 
motifs that can be drawn upon both as figures for an authentically "Hong Kong" 
criticism and as lenses through which to read, contextualize, and interpret the 
texts that constitute this informal canon. Intimately related and inextricably 
tethered to this hermeneutic project is an attempt to interrogate associated 
questions of culture, race, and at base, identity. 
This study begins with Patrick Acheson's intricately-wrought and 
provocative Flagrant Harbour (1983), shifts to Lee Ding Fai's rags-to-riches 
story Running Dog (1980), and ends with a lengthy assessment of Timothy Mo's 
celebrated The Monkey King (1978). The readings of these texts are punctuated 
by references to other novels, poems, and autobiographies. By focussing on 
three of the core elements of the Hong Kong milieu—transit, vortex, and 
contrast—that suggest the figures of the "matrix" and "fusion," as well as 
identifying a common fund of images, themes, and motifs，the reader can see that 
Hong Kong literature emerges as of apiece. In the final analysis, the texts show 




“Voices of the Heart’’是一個香港近代英語文學作品的主題研究。它主要的目的， 
找一個真正屬於香港的評論，並探討有關文化，•和身份的各種問題。 
文以 Patrick Acheson 的 Flagrant Harbour (1983)爲引子，繼而至 Le Ding Fai 








and my friends 
spes mea in deo est 
"'Aren't you worried about all those Chinese?' the American lady next to me said. 
'Madam,' I grinned, 'I am Hongkongese.' 
'I thought you were British,' she said. 
‘Only my parents.，，， 
John Gordon Davis, The Years of the Hungry Tiger 
"But what are lies? Simply embroidery on the truth. And what is truth? Merely a 
matter of interpretation, especially in Hong Kong." 
George Adams, Wicked Hong Kong Stories 
"In fiction there must be a theoretical basis to the most minute details. Even a 
single glove must have its theory." 
Prosper Merimee 
"But this word paradigm absolutely drove him up the wall, so much so that he had 
complained to the Wiz about it. The damned word meant nothing at all, near as he 
could make out, and yet it was always ‘shifting，，whatever it was. In fact, that was 
the only thing the “paradigm，ever seemed to do. It only shifted." 
Tom Wolfe, A Man in Full 
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“I would like to offer this 
work as a tribute to 
Her Britannic Majesty, 
Elizabeth II, to the people 
of Her Crown Colony of 
Hong Kxmg—and perdition 
To their enemies•” 
James Clavell, Noble House 
“Voices in the Heart" is the result of a two-year academic project made 
possible by a Rotary Foundation Ambassadorial scholarship and a student 
assistantship from the Department of English at the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong. This project, even more than is usual, has been shaped and inspired by friends 
and mentors around the globe. The central idea of this study assumed its earliest 
initial form when I discovered poet Andrew Parkin's collection From the Bluest Part 
of the Harbour (1995) in the Leybum library at Washington and Lee University. 
Although long interested in the Far East, I was hitherto unfamiliar with the wealth of 
English-language Asian literature. Similarly, not having previously studied Chinese, I 
was forestalled by the prospect of exploring a region's culture and literature while 
being an illiterate; like S0ren Kirkegaard in a vastly different context, I was initially 
deterred from taking that precarious first step into the dark. Parkin's volume, 
however, confirmed my hope that Hong Kong anglophone literature was a viable and 
relevant field of study: it provided me with an example of the richness of local talent 
and shed light on the subject at hand. 
I thus entered the field through a circuitous route. Having spent a substantial 
portion of my time as an undergraduate focusing on American Studies and African-
American literature, I wanted to apply my training in a completely different arena. 
The aim of my academic work in Hong Kong, therefore, has been to attempt to begin 
to do for Hong Kong English-language literature what such renowned critics as Ralph 
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Ellison, Houston A. Baker, Jr., Albert Murray, Charles Johnson, and Henry Louis 
Gates, Jr., have done for African-American literature. Intriguingly, both bodies of 
literature share a number of striking similarities, for both are just unconventional and 
slippery enough to frustrate readings from orthodox post-colonial approaches. As the 
world grows smaller, so too does the specificity of theoretical application. Leading 
cultural theorist Laura Doyle, of Harvard University, has written of this phenomenon 
in broad terms: "Without W.E.B. DuBois's notion of double consciousness there 
would be no theory . . . of differance. Without Simone de Beauvior's politicization of 
the notion of the Other, there would be no Focaultian account of the hegemony of 
discourse" (Doyle ii). 
I have chosen works that suit my own interests and tastes from the wealth of 
available texts. Internationally-known author Timothy Mo's The Monkey King is the 
core text of this study. It has inspired an approach to Hong Kong literature, and it is 
the fulcrum around which my other texts revolve. A study of Hong Kong cultural 
identity has proffered a theory for understanding that culture and identity, and The 
Monkey King exemplifies this theory and in turn suggests a number of ways to read 
Hong Kong English-language texts. By looking at the figure of the "matrix" and a 
common fund of images, themes, and motifs, the informed reader can see that Hong 
Kong literature emerges as of apiece. In the last analysis, the texts show themselves 
to have, like Hong Kong itself, a borrowed and shared past. 
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INTRODUCTION 
"Almost the most prodigious asset of a country, and perhaps its 
most precious possession, is its native literary product—when that 
product is fine and noble and true." 
Mark Twain, The Autobiography 
Post-colonial literature in general and the literature of Hong Kong in specific 
constitute a dynamic and developing field of study. The latter has had little serious 
attention so far as writing in English is concerned. Unlike many current interstices 
between artists and theorists, post-colonial literature appeals to both academic and 
popular audiences. Indeed, most of the recent Nobel prize winners in literature have 
been considered by critics to be post-colonial authors. From a different perspective, 
as the American best-selling popular fiction writer Tom Clancy has said of his own 
predilection for such works: “My favorite sort of novel is one in which two cultures 
meet~or collide—for the first time’，(Clancy 2). 
This is a thematic study of contemporary Hong Kong literature written in 
English. The primary purpose has been to locate within this corpus a series of themes 
and motifs that can be drawn upon both as figures for an authentically "Hong Kong" 
criticism and as lenses through which to read, contextualize, and interpret the texts 
that constitute this informal canon. Intimately related and inextricably tethered to this 
hermeneutic project is an attempt to interrogate related questions of culture, race, and 
at base, identity. While a great deal of interpretive work has been done in the field of 
Asian American literature, Southeast Asian anglophone literatures are only just 
beginning to receive the attention they deserve. Although post-colonial critics have 
taken to African and Southwest Asian texts with great enthusiasm, the literature of 
Hong Kong~strangely so considering the 1997 transfer of the territory's sovereignty 
from the United Kingdom to the People's Republic of China and the attendant social, 
political, and cultural changes this shift entails—has, with some exception, largely 
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been ignored by the international academic community. The desire to ameliorate this 
state of affairs, a motivation shared by many Hong Kong-based artists and critics, is 
the invisible hand behind this study; consider it a flare, lobbed rather than shot, meant 
as much to illuminate a target as to draw attention. Hong Kong is a singular place for 
the study of culture, identity, and disorientation at a time when critics are keenly 
interested in such post-colonial issues. As it is used in this study, the term “post-
coloniality" denotes generally the condition or status of having been colonized, and 
the continuing influence of this colonization on a society and people. As defined in 
Key Concepts in Post-Colonial Studies, the word "post-colonialism" often "deals with 
the effects of colonization on cultures and societies，，{Key Concepts 186). As an 
aside, the word “disorientation，，literally means a "loss of East." In the Hong Kong 
context, East and West encounter one another in such a way that neither is so much 
lost as truly found. As Helen F. Siu has described this relationship, the HKSAR is a 
place where "a racially mixed expatriate community and an equally complicated 
world of Chinese merchants and migrant labourers have woven into each other to 
initiate an historical happening we now call Hong Kong，，(Siu 178). This "historical 
happening" is best approached through its literature. 
This study identifies the prominent themes, motifs, and tropes found in some 
works in the Hong Kong corpus. Ultimately, the result of this investigation is an 
exploration of the identity of the Hong Kong people. The primary sources are prose 
narratives. While the scope of the study includes fiction (three core novels) and to a 
lesser extent autobiography, drama (both stage and filmic) and poetry will make but a 
sporadic appearance. The term "literature" therefore, as it is used here, embraces 
these genres as well as other sources deserving of the name and relevant to the study: 
literature is expansively understood as the intellectual commerce of a people. 
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Keeping in mind Terry Eagleton's warning that "most literary theories 
unconsciously ‘foreground，a particular literary genre, and derive their general 
pronouncements from this," I have attempted to include a range of literary forms 
{Literary 115). 
Pride of place is given to Hong Kong writing in English. The vast bulk of the 
literature thus addressed has been written in, not translated into, this new lingua 
franca of the modem world. This notwithstanding, translated works of reputable 
stature will be referred to freely, if not wholesale. In approaching a definition of 
"Hong Kong，，literature, this study likewise uses a catholic, inclusive, and organic 
standard, rather than an arbitrary litmus test. Does the author view him or herself as 
part of Hong Kong? Is the artist's identity based, in whole or in part, on the identity 
and character of the Hong Kong milieu? This study therefore recognizes that the 
voices of Chinese, non-Chinese, and those of mixed extraction are worth listening to, 
if not necessarily heeded nor applauded. Likewise irrelevant to inclusion is how the 
authors themselves interpret their experiences. Again, this study seeks to illuminate, 
not to problematize. While the writings of a Westerner who has lived in Hong Kong 
for some time should be seen as possibly revealing, indirectly or otherwise, insight 
into the questions at hand, a novel by an American or London-based author whose 
Hong Kong experience is limited to having spent two weeks in the tourist ghetto of 
Tsim Sha Tsui should not. Hence, fiction relating to Hong Kong as such is of only 
marginal importance for the purpose of this study. Hong Kong literature in English is 
spotlighted and holds center stage. 
Other scholars working in the field of Hong Kong writing have addressed 
these questions of inclusion and canon formation time and time again. Ackbar Abbas, 
of the University of Hong Kong, has written: 
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It seems more useful, when considering that category of writing that many are 
now calling "Hong Kong literature," to raise the question of community rather 
than the question of identity. The concept of identity is too clear-cut and 
definite; any attempt to identify a specific Hong Kong literature would sooner 
or later lead us into a hopeless quandary. A community, on the other hand, 
can include a number of different identities, and the concept provides more 
room to maneuver. (Abbas 117) 
While Abbas's proposition is an intriguing one-he borrows the strategy of using the 
concept of community in lieu of identities from sociologist Robert Nisbet's The Quest 
for Community (1953)--it seems vastly inappropriate in the Hong Kong context. As 
an aside, a recent South China Morning Post article entitled "Survey Reveals City of 
Strangers" revealed that “fewer than one in 10 people have a good relationship with 
their next-door neighbours while almost one-third do not even know their names" 
(SCMP 5/17/99). When such a situation prevails with one sense of the word, the 
suggestion of speaking of a "Hong Kong community" appears mere tautology. 
Other scholars have taken a more straightforward approach to this problem of 
identifying texts as part of a Hong Kong canon. As critic Mimi Chan has written: 
[A] definition of the term "Hong Kong fiction" is called for. Can we talk of 
the Hong Kong novel or the Hong Kong short story as critics are now talking 
about Asian-American literature as a genre apart? Within the past fifteen 
years or so there has emerged in fiction written in English a sense of the 
unusual dynamics of the place; of the psychological pressures on the 
inhabitants living in a borrowed place on borrowed time . . • Leaving aside the 
question of subject matter there is the question of authorship. If the criterion 
falls on the author, then how are we to define “Hong Kong person"?.…there 
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are British Hongkongese, as well as American and Chinese, Australian and 
Indian and so on [emphasis in the original]. {Through 214-215) 
Clearly, when one wishes to comment on Hong Kong literature proper, a certain self-
conscious attention to definition is in order. The task, however, is~like Hong Kong 
itself—much more complex that it appears at first reckoning. For, being not merely a 
denotative label with a fixed, extra-linguistic referent, the term "Hong Kong 
literature，，is itself a sign, a site of contention for a multitude of socio-political forces. 
For those who will no doubt deny these texts the status of a formal corpus, so be it. 
They are at the very least an informal alliance. 
Scholar Wong Wai-leung defines what he calls “‘authentic，Hong Kong 
writers" as of the following four types: writers "bom, educated and having their 
literary career in Hong Kong，，; writers “educated and having their literary career in 
Hong Kong"; writers "having started and continuing their literary career in Hong 
Kong，，; writers “continuing their literary activities in Hong Kong as a major part of 
their entire career" (Wong 8). As he expounds on this definition: "Hong Kong 
literature is thus viewed in the context of modem Chinese literature. Its 'Chineseness' 
is clearly an important characteristic and certainly owes itself to modem Chinese 
literature. However, Hong Kong literature is a literature in its own right, with its own 
achievements" (Wong 8). Indeed, the imaginative stories told by Hong Kong writers, 
both in Chinese and English, reveal levels of irony, ingenuity, and invention that are, 
even by global standards, impressive. They deserve further critical attention. As 
critic and poet P. K. Leung has said on the subject of Hong Kong writers and artists: 
For decades, Hong Kong writers have tried to survive in the interstices they 
discovered on the margins of their society and to make their voices heard. The 
strategies they have developed are significant and deserve respect. None of 
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these voices should be suppressed. Perhaps it is when these many voices sing 
in chorus that the texture and complexity of the story of Hong Kong can be 
felt. (Stierstorfer 25) 
This study attempts to examine the patterns at play in this intricately-woven story. 
Author Timothy Mo has written of his novels as "windows," and this study employs 
each of the texts as a window on Hong Kong culture and identity (Tonkin 3). 
There are over fifty English-language works written by Hong Kong residents 
since WWII alone. Novels have been authored by Hong Kong-Chinese women, such 
as Yu Hsu's Woman in the Mist (1961), Lily Chan's Struggle of a Hong Kong Girl 
(1986), Xu Xi's (Susan Chako) Hong Kong Rose (1997)，and Margaret Siu's Her 
Majesty the Comrade (1997). Others have been written by Hong Kong-Chinese men. 
There are short-story writers such as David T. K. Wong, satirists like Arthur Lam, and 
even science fiction writers like John Kai-hong Kam. In addition, there are numerous 
Hong Kong-Chinese poets both female and male. Louise Ho is one example. Lastly, 
there are writers of plays like Winnie I. Cheung. 
In addition to these writers there are numerous works by non-Chinese, many 
of whom were bom in Hong Kong. This includes works by expatriate women such as 
Mona Gardner's Hong Kong (1958), Jan Alexander's Getting to Llama (1997), 
Rebecca Bradley's Temutma (1998), and a collaborative effort by three female writers 
under the pseudonym Amanda Blake, The Colony Club (1988). There is even an 
anthology of English-language short stories by Filipino women living in Hong Kong. 
As for poetry, expatriate female writers abound. Roughly half of the extant works 
have been penned by Western expatriate men. As such, these texts run the gamut 
from Richard Mason's much-maligned The World of Suzie Wong (1957) to 
Christopher New's generally well-received The Chinese Box (1975). There have been 
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many expatriate male poets, the most prominent being Robert Simpson, Edmund 
Blunden, and Andrew Parkin. Lastly, there have been playwrights such as Val 
Lorenz. Many authors, like Mason and New, lived and worked in Hong Kong for 
many years. Some were short-term residents who have long since left. The chief 
problem in surveying the literature was best expressed by Timothy Mo: "The lack of 
[English-language] literature from and on Hong Kong expatriates and locals—as 
opposed to the many potboilers~is an interesting question" (Mimi Chan, Through 
216). 
This study begins with Patrick Acheson's intricately-wrought and provocative 
Flagrant Harbour (1983). Following is an examination of Lee Ding Fai's rags-to-
riches story Running Dog (1980). The explorations of Acheson and Lee will be 
followed by an assessment of Timothy Mo's celebrated The Monkey King (1978). 
The readings of these three core texts will be punctuated by references to Hong Kong 
poets such as Andrew Parkin and P. K. Leung, and to autobiographical works by Hin 
Shing Lo and Patrick Yu Shuk-Siu. This study is meant to be multidisciplinary in 
scope, combining elements of literary history with literary analysis and theory, and 
ultimately constituting nothing less than a cultural critique of sorts. Without ignoring 
specific influences and affinities, I will construct a matrix that brings together a 
significant number of themes, motifs, and preoccupations, and articulates the 
relationships among them. 
In terms of my methodology, this study employs the term "matrix" to refer to 
both various authors and the relationships between them as well as a rhetorical figure 
useful in understanding Hong Kong culture and literature. This procedure releases a 
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reader from the limitations of a study confined to individual texts. It makes it 
possible, for instance, to compare individuals who have no direct ties to one another 
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but exhibit similar patterns of thought. This study, like Eliot's "new wholes," will 
attempt to maintain the tension between the unifying form and its constituent 
particulars, the abstract model that bestows coherence and the distinctive qualities of 
each individual it brings into relation (Eliot 14). 
The paramount guiding principle underpinning this investigation is the 
centrality of the texts proper, as situated in their cultural milieu. Perhaps the best 
guidance for understanding Hong Kong literature comes from poet P. K. Leung: 
Hong Kong literature is related both to Chinese as well as to Western 
literature, 
and . . • Hong Kong writers work within a space which could not be separated 
from political and commercial cultures, and they work within these constraints 
and limitations . . . the best way to read Hong Kong literature is to read it like 
any other literature, not asking for something very special or exotic . . . read 
Hong Kong literature as just any kind of urban or modem literature that is 
written by common people, in a city that has its own past, and has its future. 
(Stierstorfer 130) 
In an attempt to heed Leung's admonition, this study first examines the cultural 
context of the literature, then turns to the texts as they stand both individually and 
collectively. Selected segments of text will be read closely; as Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 
argues: "A literary text is a linguistic event; its explication must be an activity of close 
textual analysis,，(Gates 62). 
The works are thus taken on their own terms. Indeed, while this study is 
keenly concerned with theoretical issues, ultimately it is not theory-oriented. Rather 
than employing vacuous jargon to create a sophistic superstructure on top of the texts, 
this study attempts to identify how the texts theorize about themselves. 
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Contemporary literary theory offers unlimited ways to argue that texts do not say 
what they appear to say. Rather than speaking of meaning, themes, images, or even 
structure, many critics emphasize "rhetoric" and "discourse" at the expense of all else. 
This author has opted not to follow the prevailing fashion, and the future course of 
literary studies will~God-willing~justify that decision. Rejecting the notion that all 
human beings are trapped in a funhouse of language~with concomitant jumps from 
phonetics to semantics and from linguistics to ontology-this study takes a decidedly 
different approach. While exploiting useful insights generated from a multiplicity of 
critical methodologies, this student of literature avoids dogmatic devotion to any one 
critical creed: such doctrinaire dedication is nothing short of anathema. This study 
holds to the profoundly heterodox belief that artists should be allowed to write as 
individuals rather than as spokespersons for various races, sociological groups, or 
theoretical schools. "Everyone," Schopenhauer wrote in The World as Will and 
Representation (1847), "must stand before a picture as before a prince, waiting to see 
whether it will speak and what it will say to him; and, as with the prince, so he 
himself must not address it, for then he would hear only himself (Schopenhauer 
112). In keeping with this admonition, I have made every effort to allow the texts to 
speak for themselves. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 
THE MATRIX AND FUSION IN HONG KONG ANGLOPHONE LITERATURE 
"The people of Hong Kong have been free to do what they wanted, and what they 
wanted was, apparently, to create a stewing pandemonium: crowded, striving, ugly, 
and the most fabulous city on earth." 
P. J. O'Rourke, Eat the Rich 
A reader just embarking on the study of Hong Kong English-language literature 
might have the impression that it is a rather recent phenomenon. While it is true that such 
writing has been flourishing during the past few decades since WWII, anglophone writers 
and their works have long been a part of the Hong Kong milieu. In fact, Hong Kong has 
had English-language newspapers since the region's colonization, and such books as 
Tales of Hongkong in Verse and Story (Oliver 1902) and Paul the Pretender: A Romance 
of Hong Kong (Oliver 1912) were published in the early years of the 20仇 century. An 
anonymous poem entitled "The Kowloon Dispatch，，was published in 1857. Historically 
speaking, the antecedents of this corpus date to the earliest British presence in Southeast 
Asia. English-language writers have contributed to all aspects of contemporary Hong 
Kong life, and their literature is but one manifestation of the creative impulse at play in 
Hong Kong. 
According to archaeological studies initiated in the 1920s, human activity in Hong 
Kong dates back over five millennia. The territory was settled by Han Chinese during the 
seventh century, A.D., evidenced by the discovery of an ancient tomb at Lei Cheung Uk 
in Kowloon. The first major migration from northern China to Hong Kong occurred 
during the Ching Dynasty (960-1279). The British East India Company made its first 
successful sea venture to China in 1699, and Hong Kong's trade with British merchants 
developed rapidly soon after. Despite Chinese laws prohibiting opium since 1799，the 
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British pursued and monopolized its trade until 1834. Concerned with the rapid increase 
of opium in China, Beijing authorities sought to eradicate the drug trade. When Chinese 
officials seized and destroyed large quantities of opium, the British sent forces in 1840 to 
support demands for a commercial treaty or cession of an island for the safety of British 
nationals; this sparked the First Opium War. China lost the war; subsequently, Britain 
and other Western powers, including the United States, forcibly occupied "concessions" 
and gained special commercial privileges. 
Hong Kong was ceded to Britain in 1842 under the Treaty of Nanking. Disputes 
over former treaties and the Chinese boarding of the British ship Arrow started the 
Second Opium War (also known as the Lorcha Arrow War), which lasted from 1856 to 
1858. The “Convention of Beijing，，，signed in 1860，formally ended the hostilities and 
granted the British a perpetual lease on the Kowloon Peninsula. The United Kingdom 
was concerned that Hong Kong could not be defended unless surrounding areas were also 
under British control; in 1898, it executed a ninety-nine-year lease of the New Territories, 
significantly expanding the size of the Hong Kong colony. As Richard Hughes-
portrayed as “Old Craw" in John Le Carre's The Honourable Schoolboy (1977)~wrote of 
early Hong Kong: 
It was an unnatural world, in which East and West met on common grounds of 
pretence and expedience, corruption and logic, hypocrisy and morality. Neither 
really understood the other, but both had cooperated in building a system which 
each understood and from which each benefited. Each had contempt for the 
other. (Callick 36) 
As trade developed, so too did that contempt evolve into something as noble and 
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necessary as mutual respect. 
In the late 19仇 century and early 20仇 centuries, Hong Kong developed as a 
warehousing and distribution center for U.K. trade with southern China. After the end of 
World War II and the Communist takeover of mainland China in 1949, hundreds of 
thousands of people emigrated from China to Hong Kong. These refugees came from the 
length and breadth of China: the Shanghainese, the Chiu Chow, the Hakka, the 
Fukienese, the Hoklo, and primarily the Cantonese from the province of Canton to the 
north of Hong Kong. All brought with them their dialects, customs, and cultures. 
Western European (in general) and British (in particular) culture, language, traditions, 
and values have been combined with or superimposed on the previous Chinese (in 
general) and Cantonese (in particular) ones to form what has become Hong Kong culture. 
Until 1962, all Chinese bom in Hong Kong were entitled to full British passports 
and the right to abode in England. Regardless, the vast majority of Hong Kong-Chinese 
have never been fully anglicized in any significant sense. During the 1950s, for instance, 
famed Hongkonger Bruce Lee was a member of a violent, anti-British youth gang 
(Daimen 12). Chinese ways have continuously been reinforced by immigration, both 
legal and illegal; the close-knit relationship between Hong Kong-Chinese and families 
and friends in the mainland have solidified the perpetuation of Chinese culture and 
customs in the region. There has, however, been a trend toward occidentalization. The 
Hong Kong-Chinese have assimilated elements from a wide range of North American 
and Western European cultures to form a separate, distinct one of their own. There are 
nearly seven million people in Hong Kong, roughly ninety-eight percent of whom are 
ethnic Chinese. 
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Many Hong Kong-Chinese speak both Cantonese and English and the vernacular 
within each language, while some speak only Cantonese and others mostly English. 
Mandarin is widely spoken, as are a host of other regional dialects such as Shanghainese 
and Chao-an. Most are adept enough in both Cantonese and English to employ among 
themselves a practice called "code-switching" or "code-mixing"~altemating the use of 
both languages, with some verbs, nouns, and expressions in Cantonese and some in 
English. A number of linguists have studied this phenomenon of bilingualism and 
biculturalism; one researcher, in fact, associates code-mixing with a mixed identity in his 
report "Why do Hongkongers Code-Mix?" (Li 1994). Many, especially the educated 
young elite, speak and understand what scholar Tom McArthur has coined "Cantonglish" 
(McArthur 7). As he describes this: "Time was when this 'high' English did not 
percolate 'down' into society at large, but now there is a thin wash of English everywhere 
. . . turning up in casual conversation: hou interesting, hou cute, hou lice (where hou is 
'very' and lice is 'nice')" (McArthur 7). This variant is a mixture of Chinese and English 
grammars, vocabularies, and syntactical structures that is more than a hybrid: it is a 
separate language that combines borrowings from each of its ancestors with new words 
and structures. As Andrew Parkin has written of this phenomenon: "Language teachers 
may as purists dislike mixed-coding, but ordinary people use it and artists, always 
seeking a specially expressive language, may use it in their work, from canto-pop in 
Hong Kong to film scripts and poetry" (Stierstorfer 35). While the blend may prove 
unintelligible for the person who does not speak Cantonese, it is a source of cultural 
strength for Hong Kong-Chinese because it enables them to reflect three imbricated 
realities: Sino, Anglo, and Hongkongese. Each of these realities is reflected, to some 
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degree, in the works examined in this study. 
Before venturing into a focused discussion of Hong Kong literature and attendant 
issues of culture and identity, it is important to survey for a moment the breadth and 
depth of post-colonial studies. Contemporary scholars employ the competing umbrella 
terms of the hyphenated "post-colonialism" and the solid-compounded "postcolonialism" 
most often to refer to the literature of peoples colonized by the former British Empire. 
Yet that is where definitional agreement ends. A cursory perusal of the relevant 
academic writing reveals a division between those theorists who view post-colonialism as 
a varied collection of methodologies and literary strategies possessing no unitary quality, 
and those who construe post-colonialism to be a fixed set of approaches to culture, often 
centered in Neo-Marxist interpretations of history. Among those in the latter group, a 
further point of contention is whether post-colonialism refers to the period after the 
colonized countries have become independent, versus those who regard post-colonialism 
as referring to all the characteristics of a society or culture from the time of colonization 
to the present. Numerous scholars have noted that perhaps the only postulation with 
which all post-colonial critics agree is, in the words of literary historian Charles Bressler, 
"that European colonialism did occur, that the British Empire was at the center of this 
colonialism, that the conquerors not only dominated the physical land but also the 
hegemony or ideology of the colonized people, and that the effects of these colonizations 
are many and still being felt today” (Bressler 266). Notwithstanding Bressler's 
potentially problematic proposition regarding “hegemony’，and "ideology"~two of the 
latest more popular terms in contemporary criticism's ever-burgeoning canon of jargon— 
his central, general observation is on the mark: the influence of colonialism continues 
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(particularly in Hong Kong), and this influence often plays itself out in the realm of 
literature. 
Just as the effects of colonialism continue, for better or worse, so too does the 
influence of post-colonialism's early theorists. The first such figure was Frantz Fanon, 
the West Indian psychologist-cum-critic who explored the relationships between 
subjectivity, economics, and politics, and who vividly highlighted what he considered to 
be the complex contradictions of colonialism. While an anti-colonialist rather than a 
post-colonialist, Fanon is often mentioned as a precursor to contemporary post-colonial 
studies. His works Black Skin, White Mask (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961) 
examined the ways in which colonialism influences-he uses more forceful terms such as 
"infiltrates," in keeping with the rhetoric of violence in which he couches his prose-
native conceptions of resistance and nationalism. Fanon was concerned with the forms of 
subjectivity that colonialism imposes. While all parties are effected, this subjectivity is 
particularly psychologically debilitating for "subaltern" (i.e. pertaining to those subject to 
coercive and ideological domination) identities. The term "subaltern," according to 
Ashcroft et. al.，refers to those in “an inferior state . . . including peasants, workers and 
other groups denied access to hegemonic power" {Key Concepts 215). One problem with 
this idea, however, is perspective. From whose vantage point should relative 
"altemality" be judged? 
Fanon undertook a "sociodiagnostic" examination of the problems confronting 
indigenous peoples living in post-colonial states, he uses the example of Algeria, and 
based his theories on these observations. Fanon is perhaps best known for inaugurating 
the popular use of binary oppositions—such as Self/Other, Center/Margin, and 
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Colonizer/Colonized~in the field of cultural studies, an academic turn of phrase that has 
been taken to with great enthusiasm throughout all of the humanities. Although binary 
analysis can perhaps be traced back to Plato's metaphor in The Phaedrus (c. 386 BC) of 
the soul as a chariot drawn by two horses, one black and one white, it is Fanon who can 
be credited for popularizing its use. 
The next milestone in the field of post-colonial studies was Edward Said's 
Orientalism (1978), which he followed over a decade later with Culture and Imperialism 
(1993). In Orientalism, Said takes a watered-down materialist approach to Western 
conceptions of the East. Analyzing colonial, diplomatic, and academic ideas about the 
Orient, Said identifies and theorizes about the links between knowledge and power. 
Borrowing a great deal of his approach and technical apparatus from Foucault's The 
Archaeology of Knowledge (1968) and Fanon's two works, Said argues that the cluster of 
ideas that comprise Orientalism debases and encourages negative attitudes toward the 
East. At the same time, Said postulates, these ideas preclude accurate understanding and 
interpretation. In many ways, Said's ideas can be seen as a continuation of the type of 
binary analysis enunciated by Fanon and others. According to Said: 
Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological 
distinction made between “the Orient" and "the Occident." Thus a very large 
mass of writers, among whom are poets, novelists, philosophers, political 
theorists, economists, and imperial administrators have accepted the basic 
distinction between East and West as the starting point for elaborate theories, 
epics, novels, social descriptions and political accounts concerning the Orient, its 
people, customs, "mind," destiny, and so on. (Said 2-3) 
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Notwithstanding the fundamental flaws of Said's thought, he nonetheless stimulated 
debate regarding the relationship between cultures and indeed over larger questions of 
whether identity is inherent and "natural" or socially constructed. 
In his second book, Culture and Imperialism (1993), Said turns his attention to 
practical literary strategies that decenter and subvert imperialist influence. He advocates 
resistance to the cultural lies of Orientalism though viewing mainstream literature as a 
countercanon rather than as the canon itself. He examines a "culture of resistance” that 
he describes as both reacting to imperialism and conceiving of human history in an 
alternative way. He emphasizes two things: the location of interdependent histories; and 
the exercise of intellectual and political choices. Said concludes that since the goal is 
"liberation" (again restating Fanon), so should anti-colonial intellectual projects have as 
their primary aim an impulse that resists and opposes imperialist strategies. Homi K. 
Bhabha is a post-colonial scholar who is similar to Said in focus and force. In his The 
Commitment to Theory (1994), Bhabha argues that cultural hybridity is but the latest 
product of post-colonialism. While Bhabha，s thought constitutes an important 
development in the discipline, critic Shirley Lim, for one, has concluded that: "[his] 
position is probelematic for a variety of reasons" {Writing 91). 
Apart from Said and Bhabha, the next definitive work in the field is The Empire 
Writes Back (1989) by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin. This study, like 
Said's later work, outlines a number of ways in which post-colonial texts question and 
subvert imperialist culture. Four models of classification for post-colonial literatures-
national/regional, race-based, comparative, and hybrid—are analyzed in terms of two key 
strategies: one that repudiates imperialist discourse, and one that appropriates it, 
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contesting its perceived Eurocentric premises and producing discourses of "cultural and 
racial hybridization，，{Empire 11). Where repudiation may "essentialize native and 
national identities," even mirroring racial and class divisions imposed by imperialism, 
Ashcroft et. al. maintain that "strategic transformations" and "rereadings" decolonize 
literary forms and "radically dismantle European codes," while both subverting and 
appropriating dominant European discourses {Empire 15). 
While post-colonial studies as a school of thought has matured to the point of 
constituting a tradition of sorts, in the context of English studies per se the field is still in 
its infancy. Interestingly, however, a number of its core assumptions have been hotly 
contested by the theorists and critics of post-colonialism itself. Indeed, the foundational 
programmatic binary oppositions articulated by Fanon and thereafter employed by many 
academics-contraries like Self/Other, Center/Margin, and Colonizer/Colonized-have 
been challenged by much critical scholarship as of late. One young scholar, editor, and 
anthologizer, Timothy Powell, deftly articulates a number of these criticisms in his 
collection of critical essays Beyond the Binary (1999): 
It has become clear in recent years . . . that a binary form of analysis that collapses 
a myriad of distinct cultural voices into the overly simplistic category of “Other，， 
defined in relationship to a European "Self is theoretically problematic. The 
time has come, therefore, to initiate a new critical epoch, a period of cultural 
reconstruction in which "identity" is reconfigured in the midst of a multiplicity of 
cultural influences that more closely resembles what Homi Bhabha has called the 
"lived perplexity" of people's lives and that more accurately reflects . . . 
multicultural complexities [emphasis in the original]. (Powell 1) 
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In this passage, Powell sets himself up~and ironically constructs yet another binary 
opposition in so doing-as the polar opposite of the deconstmctionists: he is a self-
declared proponent of "reconstruction" (Powell 1). Hence, he argues that rather than 
employing simplistic binaries such as “Other/Self，and "Occidental/Oriental," the actual 
complexity of identity—cultural and otherwise—should be assessed and understood. 
Interestingly, Powell's pose of "reconstmctionism" is becoming a recurring 
rallying cry among many young academics. Critic Aruna Srivastava has written "As a 
card-carrying postcolonial discontent myself, I and many others have been vocal in our 
critique of aspects of postcolonialism as it has entered in its various manifestations into 
the academy，，(Srivastava 1). Indeed, this concern with trends in post-colonial studies is 
indicative of emergent problems in postmodern studies as a whole. As critic Anthony 
Appiah asks in the title of an essay, "Is the Post-in Postmodernism the Post-in 
Postcolonialism?" (1991). The writings of philosopher David Griffith mirror Powell's 
rejection of deconstructionism when Griffith differentiates between "deconstructive 
postmodernism" and "reconstructive postmodernism" (Frederic Turner 72). Frederic 
Turner's innovational book Culture of Hope (1995), in which nearly every line bristles 
with intelligence and extreme deliberation, similarly traces the shortfalls and dead-ends 
of the deconstmctive impulse. Turner's critique of deconstmction directly relates to 
discussions of post-colonialism and the function of liberation. He approvingly quotes 
poet and art critic James Mann, who argues that “the last phase of liberation from 
traditional authority is to liberate ourselves from the authority of the liberators and be free 
to choose any style we want for our art" (Turner 23). Some students of postmodern 
literature go even further, rejecting postmodernism in toto and decrying its perceived 
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nihilistic philosophical implications. Books like The Death of Truth (Sire 1999) typify 
such an approach. 
Like postmodernism, post-colonial theory has been questioned on multiple fronts. 
In her paper "Post-Colonial Literary Studies: A Neo-Orientalism?" (1998), critic Elleke 
Boehmer posits that post-colonial theorists are the intellectual heirs of the Orientalists of 
old, engaging in criticism that similarly neglects the complexities of identity, culture, and 
race. In her mind, post-colonial scholars do not study "actual" cultures, but rather 
"foreign" cultures that have been "sanitized and circumscribed, fixed beneath a set of 
controlling definitions that is fairly static" (Barfoot and D'haen 244). Boehmer proposes 
replacing this theoretical fallacy, which she labels “the neo-orientalist bind," with a self-
conscious "recognition of and respect for cultural differences that may not be penetrable 
or knowable . . . a sensitivity to location and a more careful attention to social and 
historical contexts" (Barfoot and D'haen 244). The remedy for such intellectual error, 
Boehmer asserts, is careful attention to actual authors and the cultural contexts of their 
works. While neither Powell nor Boehmer advocate a rejection of post-colonial theory 
(or of postmodern theory more generally) in its entirety, implicit in the critiques of both 
scholars is the surfacing, perhaps grudging realization, that post-colonial criticism, on the 
whole, too often neglects the complexity of actual, lived experience, or what African 
American author Ralph Ellison-echoing Matthew Arnold-calls "reality as it really is" 
(Ellison 412). 
These considerations inform this particular literary investigation. Indeed, as 
Elleke Boehmer recommends as a corrective for orthodox post-colonial approaches and 
P. K. Leung suggests as vital to understanding Hong Kong literature, the texts and their 
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cultural context will be examined. As an aside, the socio-political status of the work of 
art has been a point of interest since the earliest philosophical reflections on poetry. Just 
as Socrates says of the artist: "It is phantoms, not realities that they produce" (Socrates 
284). If a pre-established model is assumed for our experience, or for any experience-if 
meaning is seen as fixed rather than as evolving, changing, and historical, if reality is 
reified for political or social reasons—the free agent who departs from the "forms" can 
only be seen as one who "sets up in each individual soul a vicious constitution by 
fashioning phantoms far removed from reality," or what is taken to be the "objective" 
model for the Real (Socrates 286). Although twenty-five centuries separate us from The 
Republic, the problems raised by post-colonial fiction return us to Plato's musings, for 
possibly nowhere are the questions of social and political relevance in literature more 
pronounced than in this body of English-language literature. Ultimately, as Abbas has 
written: 
[T]he situation of Hong Kong is not the same as the one Fanon analyzed . . . t h e 
nature of colonialism has changed in the era of the end of empires and the rise of 
globalism. The “last emporium" is a colonial city that has acquired some of the 
mannerisms of the global city-after the last emporium, the mall. (Abbas 142) 
An assumption of this study is that orthodox post-colonial approaches do not 
adequately treat the Hong Kong situation. Indeed, Hong Kong is more like a "global 
city," as shown by the studies of Saskia Sassen, Anthony King, and others, than anything 
else. As critic Martha P. Y. Cheung has written: 
Over the years a plethora of images have been imposed and superimposed on 
Hong Kong. The goose that lays the golden egg. Suzie Wong—infinitely alluring. 
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A wayward child, yellow on the outside, white on the inside, brought up under the 
influence of a ruthless and at best indifferent guardian. The prodigal son, returned 
to the embrace of his father, who is kind and tolerant enough to let him carry on 
his way of life. To the long-time inhabitant of this city, these images are highly 
inventive, thought-provoking, amusing, yet also extraordinarily remote, like aliens 
from another planet or puppets brought to life by different ideological strings. 
(Cheung 12) 
By approaching Hong Kong literature without expectations, stereotypes, or, preconceived 
notions, the student of literature will find that the texts, both individually and collectively, 
best speak for themselves. 
The theoretical framework behind this study falls within the shadow of the 
towering tradition that stretches from thinkers of antiquity like Aristotle and Plato 
through to Matthew Arnold, encompassing the New Critics and intellectual giants like 
Eliot, and reaches to the present day, finding its most compelling articulation in the works 
of such twentieth-century writers as Ralph Ellison, Albert Murray, and Michael Harper. 
If one denies that this constitutes a continuous tradition, then at the very least let it be 
considered an informal alliance of critical idioms and voices. Since this corpus of 
thought is the constellation which illuminates this approach, it is important to make 
explicit its most relevant leading lights. For these are the examples of integrated 
scholarship that this study tries to follow. The aim is by no means an attempt to restore 
this older view but rather to offer a new perspective upon it. 
Contemporary criticism, of every variety, owes a debt of gratitude to intellectual 
pioneer Matthew Arnold. In his groundbreaking essay "The Function of Criticism at the 
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Present Time" (1862), Arnold enunciated his theory of "criticism," using that term in a 
broad sense to include commentary on social, political, and religious questions. Key to 
his theory is the concept of "disinterestedness" (Arnold 112). According to Arnold, the 
critic must absorb and disseminate "the best that is known and thought in the world" with 
a lack of partisan concern and practical involvement (Arnold 115). Criticism must 
embrace the "virtue of detachment"; it must be removed from the stream of everyday life 
(Arnold 115). Only through this free, disinterested, and objective play of the mind can 
the critic “see things as they are" and in so doing become a beneficial force in society 
(Arnold 114). Without this disinterestedness, according to Arnold, truth and culture 
would be impossible. With it, the critic can create a "current of true and fresh ideas" 
which will pave the way for a new flowering of creative power in a subsequent age 
(Arnold 112). Indeed, the blossoming of creativity in the hundred-fifty years since 
Arnold is due in no small part to his critical and aesthetic philosophy. In terms of this 
literary investigation, the author subscribes wholeheartedly to both Arnold's admonitions 
regarding objectivity as well as to his emphasis on truth and the reality of the texts. 
A second intellectual giant, T. S. Eliot, likewise informs this study. Historically 
speaking, Eliot gave the dominant Amoldian criticism a much-needed shot in the arm. 
Eliot attempted to resuscitate the concept of tradition in literature, for the most part 
neglected by Arnold, in order to restructure the then-current view of literary history. In 
contrast to Romantic theory and practice, which emphasized the "individual talent” and 
denied tradition, Eliot forcefully argued that the best part of a poet's work will be found 
in those aspects that are traditional. Therefore, any great writer must have a developed, 
sophisticated sense of tradition, what he called “ the historical sense，，(Eliot 52). In order 
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to possess this sense, however, the artist must know where that tradition can be found. It 
is not found in all works written, nor is it evidenced by a text's popularity. It is, instead, 
to be discovered in what Eliot calls the "main current," an idea that is more fully defined 
in his later essays on specific writers and works. An immensely important aspect of 
Eliot's theory is that tradition is found in the "ideal order" constituted by the works of the 
past. Furthermore, a new work alters the nature and shape of the previously established 
tradition. Thus, it is not a static concept, but an organism that is constantly being 
reshaped and reformed. Eliot's own writings are an example of this; he gave Amoldian 
criticism fresh focus and force. For the purposes of this study, Eliot's notions regarding 
the continuity of tradition are immensely important. 
One critic who took Eliot's ideas and ran with them was Fugitive Poet and New 
Critic Allen Tate. Tate's primary critical assumptions are much the same as those of his 
fellow New Critics~his mentor John Crowe Ransom and his colleagues Cleanth Brooks 
and Robert Penn Warren-perceiving literature, in its style and structure, as a symbolic 
form of the human experience which uses language in a radically different way from how 
language is usually used in non-artistic prose. Whereas logical prose, the tool of science 
and commerce, aims toward abstraction and generality, the language of literature aims 
toward expression of the unique particular. While scientific prose makes use primarily of 
concepts and ideas, the language of poetry primarily makes use of the image or the iconic 
sign-what T.S. Eliot called an "objective correlative"~a language complex which 
embodies and communicates the concrete complexity of human life both emotionally and 
cognitively (Eliot 227). While not necessarily realistic, this language complex is 
analogous to reality. Tate posited that literature was not merely a medium for the 
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communication of ideas, but rather that the literary work was, in itself, a means of 
knowing, of discovering knowledge in its own unique symbolic, iconic, and organic way. 
Tate's ideas regarding literature as a process of discovery—when coupled with Eliot's 
emphasis on tradition and Arnold's championing of objectivity-forms a powerful 
approach for reading texts. 
The thought of Arnold, Eliot, and Tate penetrates to the core of the critical 
impulse. And it suggests a method for approaching texts that is at once both traditional 
and radical. This posture is not neoism, but neo-criticism. As Schopenhauer was 
previously quoted as saying: "Everyone must stand before a picture as before a prince, 
waiting to see whether it will speak and what it will say to him; and, as with the prince, 
so he himself must not address it, for then he would hear only himself (Schopenhauer 
112). This is imperative for any reader. Unfortunately, it is at this critical juncture that 
much contemporary literary theory falls short. 
The programmatic foundation provided by traditional literary thought, properly 
construed, allows for, and indeed encourages, contemporary interest in questions of race, 
culture, and identity in literature. From another angle entirely, while some argue that the 
limits of language preclude any meaningful cross-cultural literary discourse, this study 
assumes that such is not only possible but imperative. African American novelist, critic, 
and philosopher Charles Johnson, who explicitly situates himself in the traditionalist 
camp, has written of the possibilities and opportunities for cross-cultural comparative 
studies of literature. As he articulates this challenge: 
[I]f we go deeply enough into a relative perspective, black or white, male or 
female, we encounter the transcendence of relativism; in Merleau-Ponty's terms, 
16 
"to retire into oneself is to leave oneself.，，Why is this so? Because what we 
have, from the standpoint of phenomenology, are not different worlds but instead 
innumerable perspectives of one world; and we know that, when it comes to the 
crunch, we share, all of us, the same cultural Lifeworld-a world layered with 
ancestors, predecessors, and contemporaries. To think of this world properly is to 
find that all our perspectives take us directly to a common situation, a common 
history in which all meanings evolve. (Johnson 44) 
Johnson's assertion here, echoing the centuries-old Renaissance notion of the importance 
of perspective, highlights the presence of unity within multiplicity, similarity in spite of, 
oftentimes because of, distinctions. In Eliot's words, “talent perceives difference, genius 
unity" (Eliot 103). Johnson and Eliot's insight, when taken together, suggests a more 
sophisticated, nuanced role for the critic. He or she must simultaneously be able to see 
both the forest and the trees, zooming in on details while constantly keeping the big 
picture in mind. 
In keeping with this observation, both race and culture are vitally important in any 
serious consideration of post-colonial works. Employing a loaded and value-laden term 
like "race," however, necessitates an excursion into questions of definition. As critic 
Kwame Appiah has written on the concept of "race" in the realm of scientific discourse: 
[T]here is a fairly widespread consensus in the sciences of biology and 
anthropology that the word "race," at least as it is used in most scientific 
discussions, refers to nothing that science should recognize as r e a l . … A n d it is 
not just the claim that there is a racial essence that can explain a person's moral, 
intellectual, or literary aptitudes that scientists have rejected. They also believe 
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that such classifications as Negro, Caucasian, and Mongoloid are of no 
importance for biological purposes. First, because there are simply too many 
people who do not fit into any such; and second because, even when you succeed 
in assigning someone to one of these categories—on the basis of skin-
pigmentation and hair, say-that implies very little about most of their other 
biological characteristics. (Appiah 337) 
This comment is particularly important regarding author Timothy Mo who~as the 
product of mixed parentage-does not fit neatly into exacting, ready-made racial 
categories. To parrot poet and critic Michael Harper, Mo is, in a profound way, “ 
both/and" rather than "either/or." Their dual identity complicates the attempts of those 
who would divide the human race by blood and pigmentation. As an afterthought, it 
should be noted that Appiah qualifies his rejection of "race" with the following caveat 
regarding the function of race in literature: 
[A] discussion of some of the literary ramifications of the idea of race can proceed 
while accepting the essential unreality of races and the falsehood of most of what 
is believed about them. For, at least in this respect, races are like witches: 
however unreal witches are, belief in witches, like belief in races, has had~and in 
many communities continues to have—profound consequences for human social 
life. (Lentricchia 277) 
For better or worse, Hong Kong is the quintessential community where beliefs about 
races and cultures prevail. And these questions are central to Hong Kong literature. 
In approaching Hong Kong literature written in English, Appiah's implicit 
suggestion regarding relativism is imperative. Indeed, Charles Johnson pushes theses 
18 
basic contentions even further with his trenchant situating of relativism within a 
framework of transcendent, "enduring truth": 
Anyone knowledgeable about genetics . . . can show you that if you go back fifty 
generations in the life of any person, he or she shares a common ancestor with 
every other person on this planet. None of us can be less closely related than 
fiftieth cousins. "Race" dissolves when we trace the gene back to A.D. 700 • . . 
One can say as much about [a] book, written by a black American . . . on paper 
invented by the Chinese and printed with ink evolved out of India and from type 
developed by Germans using Roman symbols modified from the Greeks, who got 
their letter concepts from the Phoenicians, who had adapted them partly from 
Egyptian hieroglyphs. What I am outlining here . . . is the enduring truth that if 
we go deeply enough into a relative perspective, we encounter the transcendence 
of relativism. (43-44) 
Johnson's notion of "enduring truth" is a powerful idea and is fundamental to an honest 
approach to literary studies. 
This particular investigative project in likewise keenly interested in questions of 
identity and character. The word "identity," as used in this study, refers to what 
sociologist Gordon defines as "the ongoing sense one has of who one is，，{Selves 14). 
The word "character" refers generally to both the attributes or features that distinguish 
and characterize (whether an individual or a collection of individuals) and the 
dispositions and habits formed either individually or collectively by the particulars of 
history and relevant institutions. The word "identity" comes from the Latin idem, 
meaning both "precisely that" and "the same." The former meaning points to the reality 
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of who and what a person is, the latter expands this to a people. In terms of this 
investigation, the Hong Kong-Chinese writer whose medium is English begins, then, with 
an awareness of the ambiguous nature of her or his identity: one must ask "Precisely 
what?" and "Same as who?，，Critics Grant Evans and Maria Tarn consider this notion of 
questing for identity as indicative of a problem affecting not simply Hong Kong but 
Chinese civilization as a whole; in their words, "Hong Kong would appear to epitomise 
the century long crisis of Chinese identity" (Evans and Tarn 8). Hong Kong English-
language literature provides a powerful method for approaching what James W. Sire calls 
a "universe next door" (Sire 1). 
Vernon Gras has written of the intimate and inextricable relationship between 
ethics, knowledge, identity, and literature in his essay "How Not To Get Lost in Literary 
Theory, Especially Cultural Studies" (1998): 
It is the function of art to articulate, clarify, and shape the not yet known, or dimly 
perceived, or only vaguely sensed. Getting clear about our identity calls for the 
articulation of our personal experiences. Literature does this better than any 
philosophical essay Where philosophy lacks the particularity, emotive 
appeal, absorbing plottedness, variety and indeterminacy of good fiction, the 
novel involves the reader as participant and friend. These structural (narrative) 
characteristics allow fiction to play an ethical role in our reflexive lives. (Gras 
100) 
In other words, literature is a lens through which to survey the complex realities of 
identity. Martha Nussbaum beautifully enunciates this sentiment when she writes that 
novels "show the mystery and indeterminacy of our actual adventure，，(Nussbaum 47). A 
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third scholar that has written at length on this link is Charles Taylor. In his monumental 
Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (1989), he describes art as "the 
locus of a manifestation which brings us into the presence of something which is 
otherwise inaccessible, and which is of the highest moral or spiritual significance; a 
manifestation, moreover, which also defines or completes something even as it is 
revealed" (Taylor 419). Post-colonial fiction concerns itself with this sort of troubled 
quest for both individual and collective identity and self-knowledge, the longing for a 
real, and at times mythical, home and people. It is this crisis which presumably any 
Hong Kong writer must confront. This struggle is the agon, in Harold Bloom's sense of 
the word, in which he or she must engage. 
Keeping in mind the basic approach to literature suggested by Arnold et. al., it is 
at this point necessary to address the nature of Hong Kong society. For before examining 
the texts themselves, this study will situate them in terms of current discussions in the 
humanities and social sciences. From the perspective of sociology, researchers disagree 
over the degree to which the Hong Kong-Chinese have been "modernized" or 
"Westernized." Interestingly, the term "Westernized" itself appears so often in the 
relevant literature that the fact of its existence and effects seems to be oddly 
unquestioned. In the broadest sense, the term "Westernized" is used to refer to the level 
of Western customs and culture that the Hong Kong-Chinese have adopted. Some 
anthropologists, like Wong Siu-lun, argue that the Hong Kong-Chinese are only trivially 
Western. In his opinion, the "Hong Kong Chinese may be described as Westernized only 
in a superficial sense. They have adopted a number of western folkways, but a 
substantial number of them still adhere to traditional Chinese mores on various aspects of 
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social living" (Wong 307). While Wong neither details what these folkways are nor 
delineates the distinction between Western attitudes and a full-fledged Western identity, 
his point is a valid one. The degree to which the Hong Kong-Chinese are in fact 
Westernized is a crucial question in approaching post-coloniality in Hong Kong and its 
expression in works of the fictive imagination. 
When Singapore's Lee Kuan Yew gave a speech in Hong Kong in 1992 entitled 
“A Tale of Two Cities-Twenty Years and On，” he spent a great deal of time discussing 
Hong Kong identity. In his opinion, "Singapore has been nation building to develop a 
separate and distinct identity. Hong Kong has not. Singapore's geographic distance plus 
its demographic setting has led to a Singaporean identity which is separate from the 
Chinese in China. Hong Kong did not attempt, indeed was not permitted, to develop 
one" (Hall 26). In order to buttress his remarks, Lee mentioned that after the June 4仇 
massacre one-fifth of Hong Kong's population took to the streets in protest, while in 
Singapore there was no more public outcry than a thirty-person protest at a university. Is 
it true, then, that the Hong Kong-Chinese are Westernized in a superficial sense, all the 
while identifying with mainland China? Such is the view of some, such as Eric Hall, who 
in his poem "The Visitor” labels all Westerners "visitors" and writes of Hong Kong-
Chinese identity as "From Han to forever the birthright" (Hsia 93). 
At this point history provides the beginnings of an answer. As Helen F. Siu has 
written of the Hong Kong-Chinese: 
The interplay of elements East and West in Hong Kong . . . through the 
Republican decades is well illustrated by a volume of papers which focus on a 
broad range of aspects of daily life: the rice trade, regional associations, labour 
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movements, the rise and decline of city neighbourhoods, the abolition of the mui-
tsai [girl servant] system, and the revival of the . . • university. (Siu 178) 
The Cantonese, who constitute the majority of Hong Kong-Chinese, have long been 
viewed as distinct from the Chinese majority. Indeed, the southern people of China were 
thought to have something of an inferior status vis-a-vis their neighbors to the north, who 
long considered them barbaric primitives. A telling anecdote from antiquity is when a 
Cantonese chieftain first corresponded with the Emperor and his Imperial Court, he 
introduced himself to the Son of Heaven as the "King of the Barbarians" (Faure 39). 
Taking an awareness of this historical reality further, in terms of Hong Kong identity, 
numerous scholars postulate that current differences between the Hong Kong-Chinese 
and mainland Chinese stem from the historical distinctiveness of the Guangdong 
[people] more generally. One historian has written at length on the subject of Guangdong 
identity, and concludes: 
[I]t is meaningless to refer to "Chineseness" in static terms. Lingnan, and 
especially the Pearl River delta where most of the Hong Kong population trace 
their origin, has been a highly commercialized, affluent, open, and plural society 
since the early Qing. Although the livelihoods of its population are distant and 
dangerously fluid by Beijing standards, commercial wealth in the last few 
centuries has ironically made them most able to "buy" orthodoxy in the rituals of 
everyday life and to establish crucial affiliations with the political centre. 
Therefore it is important to appreciate the symbiotic relationship between an 
intensely unifying "cultural identity" and the differentiating "cultural 
experiences" which were equally intense. (Helen Siu 179) 
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Siu makes a distinction between identity and culture, emphasizing that regardless of 
whether or not one opts to share another's identity, the cultural experiences that are 
different constitute true distinctiveness in terms of that cultural identity. 
As Siu continues her discussion of the historical antagonism between Southerners 
and Northerners in Chinese history: 
[A]lthough the political centre in Beijing would like to remind culturally Chinese 
populations outside the mainland that they owe the motherland patriotic 
commitment, it is when these resourcefixl southerners took their Chineseness 
seriously that regimes in Beijing have been most troubled. Throughout the Ming 
and Qing dynasties, imperial officials had directly intervened in large-scale local 
unrests such as the Huang Xiaoyang Uprising and the Yao Wars in the fifteenth 
century. Yet so often the very imperial manoeuvres were shrewdly used to 
legitimize social status and to further political agendas. Furthermore, from the 
works of Liang Qichao and the manoeuvres of Dr. Sun Yat-sen, to the tearful 
protests in Victoria Park in the wake of June Fourth 1989, southerners have, in the 
name of China, seriously challenged the Beijing regimes. (Helen Siu 180) 
In Siu's view, the Hong Kong-Chinese character has historical antecedents stretching 
back through time. Thus, while some consider questions of Hong Kong identity to be a 
recent development, Siu contends that such discussions must be placed within the 
framework of historical cultural relationships between the Guandong yan and their 
neighbors to the North.. 
Regardless of the relative value they place on the importance of the Guangdong-
Hong Kong link, most scholars agree with the premise that the Hongkongese have an 
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identity of their own. Indeed, the Hong Kong Basic Law (1985) acknowledges and 
enshrines this notion when it promises to protect and preserve the Hong Kong "way of 
life.，，In 1984, Hugh Baker initiated scholarly study of these questions when he published 
an article in the China Quarterly entitled "The Emergence of Hong Kong Man." In 
rhetoric reminiscent of the anthropologists and archaeologists of yesteryear, Baker 
asserts: 
He is go-getting and highly competitive, tough for survival, quick-thinking and 
flexible. He wears western clothes, speaks English or expects his children to do 
so, drinks western alcohol, has sophisticated tastes in cars and household 
gadgetry, and expects life to provide a constant stream of excitement and new 
opening. But he is not British or western (merely Westernized). At the same time 
he is not Chinese in the same way that citizens of the People's Republic of China 
are Chinese . . . . Hong Kong Man is sui generis and the problems of the 
territory's future are more difficult to resolve because of it. (Baker 478-479) 
Baker's writing, while certainly limited in its perspective and thus confined in its insight, 
nevertheless highlights the fact that the Hong Kong-Chinese can be viewed as a breed 
apart. If for no other reason than inaugurating scholarly interest in the identity of the 
Hong Kong-Chinese, Baker is an important figure. 
An academic of the new style, Ackbar Abbas, has written of Hong Kong identity 
in decidedly different, though no less perceptive, terms: 
[W]hile 98 percent of the population is ethnic Chinese, history (both colonial 
history and history on the mainland) has seen to it that the Hong Kong Chinese 
are now culturally and politically quite distinct from the mainlanders This 
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has produced many instances of mutual distrust and misunderstanding, with one 
side demonizing the other. It is not true, as some might wish to believe, that if 
you scratch the surface of a Hong Kong person you will find a Chinese identity 
waiting to be reborn. The Hong Kong person is now a bird of a different feather, 
perhaps a kind of Maltese Falcon. (Abbas 2) 
While hawk-eyed Abbas's own word-choice of "identity waiting to be reborn" and 
concomitant references to American popular culture are themselves pregnant with 
implication, his basic assertion is a good one and shared by scholars, writers, and the 
people of the region themselves: the Hongkongese have a distinct identity from their 
cousins inside mainland China. One may view this enthusiastically, as does Abbas, or 
with more dissatisfaction, as does Susan Naquin. She has said that "Hong Kong acquires 
its identity almost by default-as what it is not，’ (Helen Siu 178). 
The notion of Hong Kong as place of transit is a common one. Historian 
Elizabeth Sinn has pointed out that in Hong Kong cemeteries, one has yet to find a "Hong 
Yjorvgyan [person]" (Helen Siu 177). When posterity is involved, one tends to look back 
to primordial origins. As Helen Siu has written: "It is in fact a ‘life and death' matter . . . 
.The cultural reference point is often the imagined native place of the deceased carved in 
stone, be it China, India, or Britain. Hong Kong remains a transient place where one 
passes through" (Siu 178). As Abbas writes: 
Hong Kong has up to quite recently been a city of transients. Much of the 
population was made up of refugees or expatriates who thought of Hong Kong as 
a temporary stop, no matter how long they stayed. The sense of the temporary is 
very strong, even if it can be entirely coimterfactual. The city is not so much a 
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place as a space of transit. It has always been, and will perhaps always be, a port 
in the most literal sense—a doorway, a point in between-even though the nature 
of the port has changed. A port city that used to be located at the intersections of 
different spaces, Hong Kong will increasingly be at the intersections of different 
times or speeds. (Abbas 4) 
This notion of Hong Kong as transit point is echoed not only by other critics but also by 
statistics. Roger T. Ames writes, "Internal to [Guangdong], there is an intensive and 
continuous population interaction between [Hong Kong] and the province" (Hall and 
Ames 19). This is a recurring theme of the relevant historical and sociological literature. 
Such pronouncements as those by Baker, Siu, and Abbas may seem to suggest 
that the issue is a simple one. Yet it is not. Ming-kwan Lee offers a more nuanced and 
realistic view of Hong Kong identity, all the while alluding to his academic predecessors: 
It has taken Hong Kong forty years to emerge from World War II to become a 
major economic power in the Pacific Rim. Economic success aside, what was 
truly remarkable about this period of development was Hong Kong's 
transformation from a haven for refugees to a place many would call home. The 
past forty years have seen the gradual shedding of a refugee mentality, the 
acquisition of a sense of commitment to the place, and the emergence of a strong 
local identity, the "Hong Kong Man." In very broad terms, these are significant 
developments in terms of community and identity. (Lee 125) 
Lee, who has researched extensively among the Hong Kong-Chinese community, draws 
attention to two prevailing approaches to identity. The first, he says "draws a distinction 
between 'being Hongkongese’ and 'being Chinese'" (Lee 129). The second, similar in its 
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focus but not in its force, holds that "one does not have to be pro-People's Republic to be 
Chinese" (Lee 129). As Lee sums it up: "Issuing from these two views are, on the one 
hand, an inclination to assert a Hong Kong identity against a Chinese identity and, on the 
other hand, a disposition to reconcile with a less-than-full-blown Chinese identity, one 
that does not have a place for the PRC government" (Lee 129). These subtle approaches 
to identity-what Lee describes, like Grant and Tarn, as an "identity crisis"-are extremely 
important in approaching questions of Hong Kong identity and culture. Lee explains 
some of the sociopolitical implications of the debate, and relates them specifically to 
identity: 
At the collective level, individual approaches and solutions to identity crises will 
add up to yield outcomes with major political implications. An SAR population 
that becomes too conscious and proud of its local Hong Kong identity, or one that 
is reluctant to be loyal, will be certain to invite distrust, suspicion, and even 
interference from the central government. A strong local political identity is 
never welcomed by the center in China's political tradition. But it has become 
more upsetting because the display of this identity has occurred at a time when, 
following the collapse of East European communism, China has become more 
suspicious of whatever might undermine its rule. A strong local identity seen to 
be linked politically to Western capitalist powers is even worse. How to articulate 
an identity that is at once welcomed by the Hong Kong Chinese and acceptable to 
the central government remains more than a most challenging task posed to [Hong 
Kong]. (Lee Ming Kwan 130) 
In Lee's view, the notion of identity in Hong Kong takes on a particularly political 
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importance. 
All in all, a number of factors have synergistically produced the evolving Hong 
Kong identity. The primary one is Hong Kong's institutions and culture. Indeed, 
Hongkongers have developed a complex form of national identity that is peculiarly both 
inside and outside of definitions of Chineseness propagated by those in the People's 
Republic of China. In this instance, and in a general sense, the notion of "national 
character" refers to the dispositions and habits formed in a people by its particular history 
and institutions. Owing to the English influence and Hong Kong's status as a colony, 
particular institutions were put in place that had profound and undeniable influence. As 
sociologist Lau Siu-kai defines the term "identity" in the Hong Kong context: 
"[Identity] here refers primarily to the way Hong Kong Chinese define their 
relationship to Hong Kong and to China. Since a long time ago, the terms 
'Hongkongese' (Xianggangren) and 'Chinese' (Zhongguoren) have been used in 
common parlance by the Hong Kong Chinese to refer to themselves, it can be 
taken with confidence that ‘Hongkongese，and ‘Chinese，are the two major 
identities which the Hong Kong Chinese themselves consider meaningful" (Ethos 
1). 
It is extremely important to realize that, at the level of the majority of people and their 
repertory of self-designations, one finds Hong Kong identity prevailing over the 
alternatives. One concrete example of a fused identity can be found in the real-life story 
children's book Six Words, Many Turtles, and Three Days in Hong Kong (McMahon 
1997). Living in Hong Kong, eight-year-old Tsz Yan has an English name (Vivian), eats 
both dim sum and McDonald's, and studies both Chinese and English. While never 
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quoted directly, Vivian emphasizes equally the Eastern and Western elements of her life. 
She has a dual-cultural awareness in a number of important senses. 
There are numerous other factors germane to the formation of the Hongkongese 
identity before the territory's hand-over to China. Since 1949, the Communist regime in 
China has set up a barrier which has forbidden the free movement of people between the 
mainland and Hong Kong. Hong Kong-Chinese have thus been to a large extent 
sheltered from the social and cultural changes in China. During the Cultural Revolution, 
for instance, news from inside China was sporadic and came in the form of refugees and 
individuals escaping political persecution and social instability. Next, the Hong Kong's 
economic development has been different from China's throughout the territory's history. 
The colossal, what Siu-kai refers to as being "gargantuan," divergence in developmental 
experiences between the two societies since 1949~with Hong Kong pursuing laissez-
faire capitalism and China experimenting with communism with a Chinese accent-has 
been critical to the rise of the Hongkongese identity. This distinction, often figured in 
terms of a violent opposition, emerges from a number of literary texts as a primary 
theme. Indeed, one theory of Hong Kong's economic development holds that since the 
fall of the mainland to Communism in 1949, numerous formerly wealthy families poured 
into Hong Kong, propelled by an impulse to regain lost wealth. In some people's minds, 
this accounts for the frenetic pace of Hong Kong life: a general law of acceleration 
prevails. 
While China became an inward-looking and closed society after 1949，Hong 
Kong rapidly transformed itself into an active member of the international economic 
community. It became quite Westernized. For one, the form of limited government 
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practiced by the colonial regime, and its cautious observation of the rule of law and 
human rights, were historically unknown in China. In traditional China, on the contrary, 
society was dominated by the State, and the individual was subjugated to the group. 
This, too, is a prominent tension in Hong Kong English-language literature. 
The immigration (and emigration) factors are likewise crucial. A substantial 
portion of Hong Kong Chinese came to Hong Kong either to flee political persecution 
and turmoil or to seek economic opportunities. This meant that there was in Hong Kong 
a strong sentiment against the socialist regime in China, which naturally became a core 
element of the Hongkongese identity. As mentioned earlier, this could in part be 
responsible for Hong Kong's rapid pace of life. Additionally, the wide disparity in the 
levels of development and standards of living between Hong Kong and the mainland 
generated a sense of superiority among the Hong Kong Chinese, many of whom 
manifestly held the mainland Chinese in contempt, thus reinforcing the division-at least 
to some extent—between the Hong Kong and mainland Chinese. This historical 
experience of immigration is seen in Hong Kong literature: the sojourner is a common 
figure and motif. 
In terms of language, not only the English influence but also the dominance of a 
vernacular Cantonese among the Hong Kong Chinese and the gradual emergence of a 
distinctive popular culture based on that dialect played a significant role in molding the 
Hongkongese identity. These developments can be linked to the growth of 
"Cantonglish." Indeed, although Hong Kong is often seen as a point of transit, scholars 
Grant Evans and Maria Tarn have written that "It was the closure of the border with 
China following the communist revolution in 1949 that gave Hong Kong a heightened 
31 
sense of distinctiveness" (Evans and Tarn 3). Critic Catherine Lim has written of 
Singaporean identity in such a way that her comments can easily be applied to the Hong 
Kong identity: 
It is extremely difficult to define a national character, perhaps it is not even 
desirable to do so, for it would lead to stereotyping. However, if one has to do it, 
one will have to treat it like the Law of Gravity which is more easily defined in 
terms of concrete everyday manifestations like falling apples than of abstractions. 
Hence one could actually point to a particular . . . way of doing business, of 
solving a problem, a particular . . • attitude towards work, money, marriage, even 
a particular . . . way of speaking or walking. Whether endearing or repelling, 
these traits define Neither Western nor Asian, they are an inextricable 
synthesis of both, and they are all underlain by that something that must 
ultimately define a . •. identity: the consciousness of being. (Lim 37) 
Sociologists and artists agree that in Hong Kong there is indeed a "consciousness of 
being," a sense of distinctiveness from the mainland Chinese. In Lim's turn of phrase, a 
certain general Law of Acceleration prevails. Yet such an identity is intractable and not 
easily defined. In her poem "Hong Kong Belonger，，，Joan Rogers enunciates this 
challenge in the following way: 
Who am I? Where am I 
going? 
To what do I belong? 
This cry in the blood of East and West 
Is the heartbeat of Hong Kong. (Hsia 79) 
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What is it, then, that the writers from such a complex and fascinating milieu are trying to 
explore in their works? How can a reader best approach this corpus of literature? 
As Mimi Chan wrote about Hong Kong literature in 1989, "Within the past fifteen 
years or so there has emerged in fiction written in English a sense of the unusual 
dynamics of the place; of the psychological pressures on the inhabitants living in a 
borrowed place on borrowed time，，{Through 211). In the introduction to his Conspiracy 
of Amateurs (1985), Hong Kong novelist Bill Lowe writes: "Every place on earth has its 
few unique qualities. In Hong Kong the majority of qualities seem unique; they could not 
exist-certainly not to the same degree-in any other place. I have tried to present a view 
of this frenetic society . . • [and] often devious way of life，’ (vi). A knowledge of the 
singular dynamics and inner logic of the Hong Kong milieu suggests a broad theory of 
the territory's culture and literature rooted in the place's "unique qualities," "frenetic 
society," "devious way of life," and the way in which these factors influence the 
individual and individual identity. 
Hong Kong English-language works, nearly without exception, reflect three key 
aspects of the Hong Kong milieu. The first defining quality is transit. Transit connotes 
three interrelated features: Hong Kong's geographic location as a point of passage; the 
vague awareness of temporariness such a station entails; and the sense of motion, 
activity, and dynamism often associated with time and money. The second quality, 
which is related to and overlaps the first, is the sense of the city of Hong Kong as a 
tourbillion or vortex. Numerous causes contribute to this: an often-labyrinthine physical 
layout of streets and buildings; the population density of much of the urban areas; the 
individual's perceived inability to evacuate his or her environment; and again, the buzz 
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and hum of a seemingly frantic population. The third defining characteristic is Hong 
Kong's sense of contrast. It is a place of contraries, opposition, and contradiction. This 
is often articulated more specifically in terms of supposed economic or ethnic binaries 
such as rich and poor, East and West, Occidental and Oriental, and communist and 
capitalist. These are the three defining preliminaries of the Hong Kong platform. This 
trinity~or triad~of traits sets the stage for approaching Hong Kong English-language 
literature. It is, to borrow the title of one of Edmund Blunden's poem, the "three-part 
screen" of the Hong Kong milieu (Blunden 27). 
Text after text implicitly details these three key aspects of Hong Kong. A 
representative passage is found in Stuart Mason-Parker's description of Hong Kong in his 
novel The Wind and the Water (1988): 
The population … i s packed mainly into the high-rise urban areas making 
districts such as Mongkok and Yaumatei among the most densely populated on 
earth. Hongkong is a place of shattering contrasts . . . where phenomenal wealth, 
fashion and style sit side by side with abject poverty, squalid living conditions and 
Dickensian sweatshops. A place that is intense, vibrating and pulsating with an 
unceasing nervous energy; a place where fortunes are made or lost; where the rich 
strive to get richer and the poor strive to get rich; a place driven by the sheer 
energy of its population. From the Colonial elegance of the Peak to the squalid 
backstreets of Mongkok; from the high-finance of Central District to the illegal 
gambling dens of Shamshuipo the race to make a dollar goes relentlessly on. (1-2) 
This segment begins by mentioning the refugee "population," shifts to a description of 
the prevailing "energy" (the word is repeated and five adjectives are used alongside), and 
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ends by cataloging the "contrasts." Here, in less than a paragraph, Mason-Parker touches 
upon each of Hong Kong's underpinning qualities-transit, vortex, and contrast—as if 
playing an elementary scale on a piano. These concerns likewise figure prominently in 
two of the novels examined at length in this study, Acheson's Flagrant Harbour and Lee 
Ding Fai's Running Dog. 
This triad of variables suggests one valuable way in which to approach Hong 
Kong literature: the figure of the matrix. The Oxford English Dictionary defines 
"matrix" as: 
The womb . . . A place or medium in which something is bred, produced, or 
developed; a setting or environment in which a particular activity or process 
occurs or develops; a place or point of origin or growth . . . . A mold in which 
something is cast or shaped . . . . Any relatively fine or homogeneous substance in 
which coarser or larger particles are embedded An interconnected array of 
elements that has a number of inputs and outputs and resembles a lattice in its 
design. {OED) 
Not unlike critic Houston A. Baker's conception of African American literature (itself a 
post-colonial literature), Hong Kong culture and literature can also be viewed as a 
"complex, reflexive enterprise which finds its proper figuration in a locale conceived of 
as a matrix" (Houston A. Baker 5). This word embodies the sense of transit, vortex, and 
contrast that define Hong Kong. It is a spatial point of ceaseless input and output, a web 
of intersecting, crisscrossing impulses always in productive transit. Hong Kong itself 
constitutes just such a vibrant network. It is, to borrow a phrase from Houston Baker, "a 
veritable playful festival of meaning" (Baker 5). 
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The figure of the matrix constitutes a powerful metaphor for understanding the 
way in which the milieu is portrayed in Hong Kong English-language writing. This trope 
of galvanized movement and light can be pictured in terms of one of the flashing neon 
signs that punctuates Hong Kong's cityscape. As one Hong Kong university student 
wrote in a poem entitled "Mong Kok": “clustered web of signs / each colliding with 
the next / like netting over the road / that leads everywhere, and / serves the city / as 
racetrack" (Lang 28). Running the gamut from such Chinese-language Hong Kong works 
as the short story "Intersection" by Liu Yichang and the film Chungking Express to 
English-language texts like Running Dog and Flagrant Harbour’ this trope is the 
structuring metaphor, the paramount tiered image of Hong Kong writing: it is 
plurisignation at its most powerful. In much Hong Kong literature, such as in Gordon 
Adams's sketches or the short stories of David T. K. Wong or Bill Lowe, the characters 
are not so much real people as they are entities responding to a complex situation where 
certain dynamics are at work. 
To deepen the metaphor, the Hong Kong matrix speaks directly to issues of 
identity. For as cultural critic Stuart Hall has written, cultural identity is a “product. . . 
never complete, always in process，’ (Lentricchia 68). Ralph Ellison has written of 
identity in the following terms: “So perhaps we shy from confronting our cultural 
wholeness because it offers no easily recognizable points of rest, no facile certainties as 
to who, what，or where (culturally and historically) we are. Instead, the whole is always 
in cacophonic motion" (Ellison 214). As Hong Kong-Chinese lawyer Hin Shing Lo 
described this phenomenon, writing in the early 1970s, people are "mingling and mixing 
in their various stations of life with the loyal and constructive elements constituting the 
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solidarity of Hong Kong" (Lo 11). Lo，s comment reveals the essence of a Hong Kong 
identity: Hong Kong is a place of diversity and fusion, yet at the core is a sense of 
"solidarity," a unity within multiplicity. In opposition to the widespread awareness of 
change and temporariness that characterizes the Hong Kong milieu~and the frenetic pace 
of life and concomitant psychological pressures it entails—is a powerful sense of 
rootedness and affinity for Hong Kong. This impulse, nothing less than an identification 
with and loyalty to Hong Kong, is clearly articulated by a number of Hong Kong authors. 
Barrister Patrick Yu Shuk-sui refers to just this conception of Hong Kong identity in his 
autobiography, A Seventh Child and the Law (1998)，when he calls himself a "Hong 
Kong belonger" (Yu 145). As poet and critic Andrew Parkin has said in an interview at 
the Anglistentag at Erfurt: 
Hong Kong has been a staging post or stepping stone because there is this two-
way flow. And so there is a sense of transition which again has an effect on the 
Hong Kong identity . . . But there are also people who have been in Hong Kong 
for seven generations. They are Hong Kong people and their sense is that this is a 
place, whereas others have seen it as a temporary space. (Stierstorfer 21) 
A paradox thus presents itself. Hong Kong is simultaneously point of transit and home. 
This thematic opposition, the contradiction of at once conceiving of Hong Kong 
as home and point of transit, is the central tension in Hong Kong English-language 
literature. It should be noted that one of the more interesting ideas to emerge from post-
colonial discourse in that of the fluidity of identity, a notion particularly relevant in Hong 
Kong. As poet and critic Andrew Parkin has said: "There is a sense of perpetual change 
in Hong Kong. So this magnesium kind of identity, if you like, is there" (Stierstorfer 
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111). In nearly every text, an awareness of this reality of constant change, 
harmonization, and cultural synthesis is the primary theme that hovers above the 
characters (and author) very much like the Shakespearean hate theme or the disembodied 
voice in Invisible Man. This tension is an ever-present reality in Hong Kong literature. 
What effect, beyond a vague feeling of "psychological pressure," does this 
tension have on the individual and his or her identity (Mimi Chan, Through 211)? More 
specifically, how does the individual articulate an identity in the face of such a complex 
of factors seemingly antithetical to such a gesture? The answer is to be found in the 
notion effusion. What one finds in a number of Hong Kong novels, most prominently in 
Mo's The Monkey King, is the individual's positing of an identity rooted in a process of 
synthesis and fusion of disparate elements. One way in which to explore such a complex 
identity is by admitting the dual-consciousness of being an heir to both Eastern and 
Western traditions. American poet Michael Harper explains how such a synthesis is 
possible through his figure of "modality." According to Harper: 
[Modes] are forces . . . Modality is always about relationships; modality is also 
about energy, energy irreducible and true only to itself. What that means is that 
the Cartesian analogical way of looking at the world will not do for modality. A 
mode is true only unto itself and can only be understood inside the modality . •. 
the Western orientation of division between denotative/connotative, body/mind, 
life/spirit, soul/body, mind/heart, that is a way of misunderstanding what modality 
is: "modality is always about unity." (Harper 156) 
This speaks directly to the Hong Kong scene as a location of intense cultural cross-
pollination. Harper's theory of modality calls to mind Kristofer Schipper's postulations 
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about cultural change. In his "The Gene Bank of Culture," he posits that "history shows 
that whenever new forms of culture have emerged, these always were the result of the 
interaction between different civilizations, obtained through the combination, the mixing, 
the hybridization of elements from various origins" (Schipper 3). The ways in which this 
culture of East and West influences its literature is of vital importance. As one scholar, 
Eva Hung, has written regarding recent Hong Kong literature: 
What is new is undoubtedly the efforts of this generation of writers to break away 
from the "old" practice of their predecessors who looked to China for guidance, 
and who imitated the creative approach of mainland Chinese writers. But what 
precisely are the new directions in which they are heading? Most of these young 
writers draw sustenance from Western literary theories and creative approaches. 
At the same time, there is a conscious effort to explore their own identity from a 
Hong Kong perspective, and to describe Hong Kong's special way of life and the 
trials and tribulations of a populace caught between two political systems. {Hong 
Kong 10) 
An attempt to negotiate, mediate, and ultimately fuse this dual identity is the 
internal dynamic and rhetorical figure that informs and underpins the region's writing. 
Occurring across ethnic subgroups, gender, class, generational and historical boundaries, 
the motifs and themes that emanate from this central tension resonate with each other in a 
distinctively Hong Kong pattern. The range of themes that takes shape from these 
impulses is indeed vast. They include, but are not limited to, cultural conflict, the family, 
alienation, violence, responsibility, and reconciliation. In addition, a number of images 
and motifs recur throughout the the Hong Kong corpus: the city, money, food, "home," 
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the figure of the financier, the comic hero, ritual, elements of folklore and myth, and 
religious and epic allusions. Perhaps the leitmotif of Hong Kong English-language 
literature is that individuals must assume responsibility for shaping their own identity and 
reconciling themselves with their environment, regardless of the strictures or limits 
imposed by the community; they must fuse together a number of elements and posit a 
sense of self that allows them to impose their own imagination on an ambiguous reality. 
An awareness of this process is nothing less than a foundational prerequisite for 
beginning to answer the question "How is Hong Kong English-language literature to be 
read?" For Hong Kong's distinctive spirit of place forces the Hong Kong writer to 
grapple with a number of issues from which he or she cannot escape. 
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CHAPTER TWO: 
THE MATRIX AND ITS MALCONTENTS IN ACHESON'S FLAGRANT 
HARBOUR 
All you need to get along in this here man's town is a little shit, grit and mother-wit. 
And man, I was bawn with all three. 
Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man 
Often fiction's most intriguing writers are those who consciously formulate for 
themselves a series of artistic and cultural problems that they aim to address, then 
provisionally to answer, in their work. Such a project requires, in some cases, that they 
transform language to suit their purposes by breaking with convention or even forging 
entirely new techniques. These artists who are striving for new ground are often called 
“experimental” by critics too confused or lazy to examine exactly what the writer is 
doing. 
One such writer is Patrick Acheson. And Acheson's novel, Flagrant Harbour 
(1983), brought out by Hong Kong publishing house Long Island Publishers, is just such 
an experimental work. Of all the Hong Kong novels written by Western expatriate men, 
Flagrant Harbour is one of the most ambitious. Acheson is a most complex and subtle 
artist. Because this work is both difficult to classify and stylistically innovative, he is a 
difficult author to place within a literary camp. Yet he fits squarely within the Hong 
Kong tradition. Written by an Australian expatriate living and working in Hong Kong, 
Flagrant Harbour exemplifies a number of the thematic concerns so common to the 
Hong Kong corpus. Acheson is a keen observer of the Hong Kong scene-his other work 
is a satirical, postmodern novel entitled The Letters of Jan. F. Mamjjasond (and other 
aliases): the Hong Kong "Henry Root" (1984)--and he is successful in developing an 
innovative, provocative technique. Ultimately, despite an at-times unwieldy episodic 
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narrative voice, Acheson's photorealistic style results in a powerful montage of Hong 
Kong life. 
One straightforward way to relate this text to the others is not through mere 
shared motifs, but rather through explicit instances of intertextuality. Indeed, there are a 
number of allusions and references in the text to other works in the Hong Kong corpus. 
Before proceeding into instances of this in Flagrant Harbour, it is appropriate at this 
point to touch on instances of intertextuality elsewhere in the Hong Kong corpus. 
Perhaps the most common novel alluded to is Richard Mason's The World of Suzie Wong 
(1959). Regardless of the novel's merit as a fair representation of women, it is an 
important part of Hong Kong literary culture. Much of that novel's plot revolves around 
the Nam Kok Hotel in Wanchai. Many critics, such as Mimi Chan, argue that the setting 
is based on the real Luk Kwok Hotel (torn down in the mid-1980s) (Chan, Through 215). 
In Davis's The Years of the Hungry Tiger, a wedding takes place at the Luk Kwok Hotel 
and a character in fact appears who claims to be Suzie Wong. Likewise, in George 
Adams's short story "The Return of Suzie Wong," an aged Wong returns to Hong Kong 
from Canada and stalks her old haunts, such as the Nam Kok, only to find it has been 
demolished. These instances of allusion to the same text constitute, if not intertextuality, 
than at the very least homotextuality. 
In terms of Flagrant Harbour, the main family, as in The Monkey King, is named 
the Poons. Likewise in both novels the primary father figure is named Mr. Poon. In one 
clear instance of borrowing, Acheson alludes to Coates's Myself a Mandarin: 
Belinda took a pair of glasses out of her handbag and began to study [a 
document]. Harry watched her as she read, gauging the strength of her interest. 
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He might just as well not have been there. She devoured it. Her attention totally 
excluded him. Her single-mindedness faced him like a blank wall. What was she 
thinking? He remembered something he had read. The character for "great，，[tai] 
was the character for “man，，\yan\. Most Chinese were "great" by that reckoning. 
(96) 
This comment on single-mindedness, greatness, and the Chinese character tai is taken 
directly from Coates's book Myself a Mandarin. In it, Coates relates hearing that "the 
character 
Tai expresses it like a formula: mankind, plus single-mindedness, equals great. In other 
words, anyone who wishes to succeed in life must be single-minded in purpose" (Coates 
39). While such a philosophical approach to Chinese characters was popularized in the 
West by the likes of Ezra Pound and others, Acheson's word choice, sense of the word 
"great," and syntax are nearly identical to Coates's. While Acheson alludes and refers to 
a number of Hong Kong works-such as John Gordon Davis's Years of the Hungry Tiger 
(1976)，Robert Elegant's Dynasty (1977)，and others--his novel is most important for its 
treatment of the nature and identity of Hong Kong and the Hongkongese. 
First and foremost, Flagrant Harbour is about the effect of Hong Kong on its 
people. Whereas Mo's The Monkey King centers on a man, Flagrant Harbour focuses on 
a place and the dynamics of that place; hence the title. There are five main plot lines, 
each related to another through the relationships between the characters. Acheson's 
pronounced experimental style undoubtedly alienates some readers. There is a more 
basic reason for this than his failure to conform to some accepted school or Zeitgeist 
pattern: readers trained on the tenets of formalist criticism will simply not know what to 
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make of such a work which periodically departs from the conventions of a purely realistic 
or impressionistic novel-that a work of fiction be the impersonal product of a pure 
aesthetic impulse, a self-contained illusion of reality rendered from a consistently held 
point of view and through a central intelligence from which all authorial comment has 
been exorcised. Quite the opposite often happens in Flagrant Harbour: Acheson's art is 
artifice or nothing; and the fantastic, a-realistic, and involuted forms toward which the 
novel evolves make it clear that Acheson exploits a number of styles and modes to 
achieve his dramatic effect. 
Gordon Mackintock is an expatriate teacher at a Hong Kong boys' school. His 
character, which provides the novel's main story line, emphasizes notions of breakdown 
of communication and fragmentation. Acheson is a linguistic gamesman, as indicated by 
the tapinosis in the substitution of "flagrant" for "fragrant" in the novel's title, and this 
authorial conception of language as a puzzle is most obvious in the character of Gordon. 
Acheson writes sentences about Gordon such as "[he] kneeded [the girl's hand] and 
rubbed his thumbs across her knuckles" (205). Here, Gordon "needs" and "kneeds" his 
lover. One character's name is "Lude," an oblique reference to the word "lewd"-the man 
is indeed both a pervert by habit and a gynecologist by profession (145). Not only is 
Acheson interested in language, but so too are his characters. Gordon attempts to 
overcome his sense of existential alienation through language-play: "He wanted to cry. 
To bed to bed. Shadrack, Meshack and to bed we go-Ah!" (Acheson 35). While the 
impact of this allusion to the story in the Old Testament book of Daniel 3:19-25 is part 
pun, it functions to comment on the story (the allusion is to an initiation, which is a 
ritual). Similarly, Gordon is fond of humming tunes such as "Oh Taimenbaum / Oh 
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Tannenbaum / We'll keep the red flag flying" (Acheson 67). Acheson is keenly 
interested in the complexities and possibilities for puzzles in the English language. Yet 
while Acheson demonstrates a Modernist impulse in terms of language-play, in many 
ways Flagrant Harbour is a postmodern novel. Time is conveyed as random and 
disjointed, commonplace situations are depicted alongside surreal plot developments, and 
the act of writing itself becomes a focus of the subject matter. Indeed, the characters go 
so far as to invite the reader to make meaning out of their lives. One character says: 
"Me? I 'm not very good at self-analysis. I'll leave that for you to say" (94). Another 
character, the principal at Gordon's college, tells him (echoing Charles Dicken's 
schoolmaster): "We are asked to set down facts, no more, no less. Facts, Mr. 
Mackintock, not theories, not interpretations" (53). 
Gordon is ironic, for while he himself represents fragmentation, displacement, 
nihlism, and disintegration, he is the only truly unifying character in the plot (other than 
the city of Hong Kong itself). This role is made explicit in the text, for Gordon is a 
geography teacher. This emphasizes Hong Kong's location, its sense of place. While 
Acheson is keenly concerned with thematic issues that arise from this focus on Hong 
Kong as place, as a writer he is similarly interested in stylistic considerations related to 
the play of language and, like Vladimir Nabokov, the potential shortcomings of language 
as a medium for conveying both truth and meaning. Gordon's last name, "Mackintock," 
signals this role. The syllabled “tock，，suggests two meanings. First, “tock，，is a 
homonym for "talk," the power of speech, the communication of ideas by spoken words. 
Second, "tock" echoes the word "tick-tock," which is the ticking of a clock. This ticking 
suggests a concern with both time and repetition. The use of repetition, as the novel 
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makes clear in a number of ways, is intimately related to the subtext of ritual. 
One storyline revolves around a group of Gordon's students, goo waak chai 
(teenage gang members) who call themselves the Wolf Cubs. These triad members, such 
as Fat Boy, Pig, Vincent, and Ah-Cho, are led by Cheng, a young man who is ruthlessly 
determined to be a powerful drug-running triad leader. In one sense, therefore, Flagrant 
Harbour chronicles a teenager's rise and fight for survival in the underworld of Hong 
Kong's triads. It is one form of the Horatio Alger story told in more positive terms by 
Lee in Running Dog. From age fourteen, Cheng is intent on taking over the triads. This 
subplot tells of Cheng's skirmishes with rival gang leaders and the exploitation of the 
people closest to him in a kill-or-be-killed world. This suggests a peripheral yet univocal 
theme to Flagrant Harbour: the streets are mean, and only the mean survive there. In the 
world of the triads, the cost of survival is a deadened capacity for love and tenderness. 
Acheson's brief excursions into a rough, unpolished style help convey this theme in a 
cold, brutal way. Acheson has created a harsh, self-consistent fictional world and has set 
forth its most important aspects and concerns in a graphic, unsentimental manner. Cheng 
successfully decimates the ranks of the Boy Scouts, a rival youth gang, while establishing 
an uneasy truce with the Girl Guides (characters such as Chastity, Candy, Maggie, Angie, 
and Daisy), the female equivalent of the Cubs. 
The world of the triads depicted by Acheson is the textual domain where a 
dominant moral standard is seen to operate. Whereas the expatriates and middle-class 
professionals have no fixed moral standard or sense of ethical imperatives, not so with 
the gang members: they live by a code. This group of characters is able to overcome the 
pressures of Hong Kong through membership in a Triad society and the constant rituals 
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that are thereafter required of them. Through ritualized behavior, they set their own pace 
of life. A lesson from this subplot, however, seems to be that the Hong Kong life of the 
underprivileged teenager produces a frustrating, dangerous double-bind effect. One has 
only two choices, neither wholly desirable. One may settle for membership in the 
society's depressed, poverty-stricken silent majority, or opt for dangerous triad stardom. 
Acheson's characters do the latter; they become pimps, prostitutes, pushers, numbers 
operators, thieves, gangsters, and contract hit men. This choice extracts its price, for the 
characters, even those who have the reader's sympathy, lose their humanity as they gain 
success. 
A second dramatic thread relates to one of the Girl Guide's aunts, a young 
entrepreneur named Belinda Poon. After her father dies, Belinda takes over the family 
business interests with the help of her father's accountant, Harry Nicholls. Belinda's 
exploration of her own identity, and her relationship with Nicholls, forms the other major 
locus of the novel. As a contrast to Gordon (and his ultimately failed relationship with 
triad-leader Cheng's sister, Nancy), Belinda and Nicholls come together at the end of the 
novel with tentative plans for a future marriage. While certainly not a comedic novel, 
this marriage proposal is in the tradition of comedy. It signifies a coming together, the 
unity of two individuals and indeed of the community. As in The Monkey King and 
Running Dog, the marriage represents a successful integration of two distinct elements 
and of East and West more generally. 
The thematic concerns oi Flagrant Harbour are diverse and complex, but 
nonetheless fall squarely within the Hong Kong tradition as such. Flagrant Harbour is 
not primarily about any particular story or character or set of characters. It is about a 
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condition that is a place, Hong Kong. Belinda may be Acheson's hero, but Hong Kong is 
his protagonist. Intriguingly, in keeping with what Abbas has said of much Chinese-
language Hong Kong literature: "In many of these stories, the main and most powerful 
character is often the city of Hong Kong itself (Abbas 119). As Hong Kong poet 
Norman De Brackinghe writes of this in his poem "Obsession": "The face of Hong Kong 
is one face / caught forever in my memory / and superimposed on my face" (Hsia 75). 
Nonetheless, such themes as cultural conflict, the family, alienation, violence, 
responsibility, and reconciliation resonate with each other and echo their treatment in 
such works as The Monkey King and Running Dog. Like Wallace Nolasco, the characters 
in Flagrant Harbour are forced to assume responsibility for molding their own identity 
and reconciling themselves with the milieu in which they are situated. This is most 
notably the case with Belinda and Harry. For Gordon, on the other hand, Hong Kong is 
not so much a milieu to be reconciled with as much as it is a vortex to be subsumed into. 
As the novel's title suggests, Acheson focuses on a particular aspect of the Hong 
Kong scene. Namely, its criminality. The first dramatic action in the novel consists of a 
triad member, Girl Guide Angie, successfully defending herself against two would-be 
assailants. The moment she is ambushed, "an electrical charge flashed through the 
membranes of her consciousness. She dropped, bit, kicked, elbowed, chopped, poked, 
gouged, and stomped. Heads cracked against the concrete, bones splintered and pain 
expressed itself in strangled whimperings" (4). Simultaneously, oblivious to the chaos 
below, a 747 aircraft flies overhead. Angie "looked up to the silver belly" (4). This 
graphically, if heavy-handedly, illustrates the aim of the text: to show the reader the dark 
underbelly of Hong Kong and the violence that emanates from its core. 
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The structuring metaphor of the Hong Kong matrix is embedded in Flagrant 
Harbour. Hong Kong is described as looking "like a giant computer terminal" (35). At 
one point in the text, as a character gazes upon the Hong Kong skyline: "it was unreal, a 
spectacle that might have been projected against the glass cinematically” (173). In 
connection with the computer simile~a powerful example of the matrix metaphor at 
work-comes a number of characterizations of the Hong Kong dynamic in terms of 
electricity. The frenetic force of heightened emotion, excitement, and tension (issuing 
from the Hong Kong matrix) is figured in terms of an electrical current. Indeed, in the 
preceding paragraph, "an electrical charge flashed through •. • [Angle's] consciousness" 
(4). When character Harry Nicholls goes for his nightly walk, it is because he wants "to 
share in the electric energy of the town" (64). Such impressionistic description is 
reminiscent of Thomas Pynchon's The Crying of Lot 49 (1965), in which the characters 
attempt to understand their world within the complex matrices of computer technology 
and contemporary information theory. 
Flagrant Harbour abounds with descriptions of Hong Kong as matrix. The novel 
goes so far as to describe the city as a closed system: "Hong Kong was small and 
containable，，(184). The very physical layout of the city, "the network of streets，，，is a 
gridlike array of interconnected elements (66). Hong Kong is called a "maze of streets，， 
(207). Indeed, “streets meet streets at oblique angles disorienting the otherwise 
mesmerized" (66). This matrix has a life and personality of its own. In other words, as 
this last sentence about streets suggests, human beings can only react in one of two ways: 
awe-induced paralysis or confused fear. The city breathes and moves; as two characters 
take a stroll, they "walked slowly through the maze of streets. The narrow alleys pressed 
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in on them, people brushed past, children got in the way and dogs barked. The alley 
opened up into a triangular square where the cinema stood." (207). In this passage, it is 
the city that possesses sentience and will. It "presses in" and "opens up" (207). The 
novel figures Hong Kong's tension in a particularly provocative way. It posits the 
paradox that, on the one hand, there is no center. On the other hand, Hong Kong has a 
core that is diabolically corrupt. As one would expect of a matrix, it is difficult, if not 
impossible, to locate the nucleus of the system. 
The city itself and the buildings that constitute that city merge and interact in a 
synergistic, supernatural way. One character, a police officer named Granny, "liked to 
drive through the empty streets. They gave off a haunting somnolence" (193). The city, 
in fact, interacts with and confronts the individual. As one character experiences this 
confrontation: "the sound from the film seemed to swell up, the curtains at the doorway 
were drawn back and the audience flowed out. From where he stood he could see the 
screen. He could see the actress crying and could hear the loud sobs" (208). Here, the 
character on the sidewalk, the actress on the screen, the audience in the theater, and the 
city itself merge into one. As a matrix subsumes its elements, so too does the vampirish 
city absorb its residents, consume them, and swallow up their energy and identity. It is a 
tourbillion with which to contend. 
There is a complex relationship between individual identity and the Hong Kong 
milieu. Hong Kong undeniably connects with each character. As this is described in 
terms of Harry: 
He had noticed something curious,-the band of light that glanced towards him 
from the large neon advertisements had tracked across the harbour-always there, 
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a single beam that connected him with the source. Strange how the light 
spreading evenly from its epicentre appeared to him as a single ray . . . It could be 
a religious metaphor. (178) 
Each character reacts to this in a different way; there are no stock responses. Gordon 
faces the matrix and feels "extraneous at the crossroads" (125). Another character, while 
sitting at home, is compelled to participate in the life of the city. He "decided to go out. 
He had to do something [emphasis in the original]" (172). Acheson's italicization of the 
word "something" conveys the sense of purposeless urgency. One is compelled to act, 
regardless of the end. 
One problem with the intense psychological pressure exerted by the matrix is the 
potential it has of problematizing a person's identity. As Abbas writes of Hong Kong in 
literature: "the city . . . draw[s] the life from [characters]" (Abbas 121). The teacher, 
Gordon, "felt drained--his whole identity was dribbling away into nothingness" (35). 
Despite Gordon's attempts to counteract this trend, his efforts come to naught: 
Even the bath didn't help him. He lay in it until the water was tepid then poured 
in more hot water. He felt blank mentally and emotionally The absence of 
thoughts and feelings was accompanied by a dull listless ache. He would have 
been irritated if he had managed to raise the energy he mixed himself a drink 
and sat down to stare vacantly across the room. (172) 
For the police officer, Granny, "He woke like an automaton at seven sharp but without 
energy, without desire. Everything was blank. When he heaved himself out of bed his 
head felt leaden，，(196). In addition to decentering identity, the matrix causes some 
individuals to have multiple identities. Another character, Hairy Nicholls, struggles with 
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questions of identity and self-fragmentation: 
The voices, half self-consciously, debated the continual dilemma. But they 
weren't separate entities, distinct identities, they were one and the same voice. 
Harry had tried to separate them by giving them names "Harold" the prim, the 
reasonable, the cautious, and "Hal" (Prince of darkness?) who wanted to break the 
bounds, do the idiotic, the preposterous. But it was always him, Harr, in-between 
conscious of orchestrating the arguments. (65) 
Here, the self is a location of fragmentation, a battlefield where multiple identities vie for 
dominance and supremacy. 
The next progression of this disintegration is a questioning of other people's 
identities. When he becomes involved with Belinda, Harry realizes "Her Chinese-ness 
shimmered in the void of his solitude like a threat, foreign and implaccable. And if she 
was foreign and unknowable, how could he trust what she appeared to be" (174). 
Another character, Granny, similarly questions his relationship with a Hong Kong-
Chinese lover: "Sometimes in the silence eddies of fear came upon him. A fear of who 
she was, what she wanted, what she thought. Sometimes, when he looked at her, she was 
immeasurably foreign to him" (197). While numerous characters in the novel register a 
keen awareness of difference, this recognition goes beyond some vague objectification of 
the Other; rather, it is part and parcel of the complex relationship between Hong Kong 
and the identity of its people. The Hong Kong matrix destabilizes identity through 
overwhelming the individual psyche. As one character describes another person's facial 
expression: "It's mobility seemed to imply many possibilities" (133). 
A second effect of the Hong Kong milieu is that it neutralizes the efficacy of 
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language, rendering it meaningless. As does much literature of a postmodern bent, 
Flagrant Harbour suggests that language is inherently unable to convey any semblance 
of the external world, and verbal communication is more an act of conflict than an 
expression of rational thought. Indeed, as a multi-lingual locale where languages meet 
and mix, Acheson’ s Hong Kong precludes meaningful communicative exchange. And 
this is true for both Hong Kong-Chinese and resident Westerners. It is when Gordon is at 
the home of a British expatriate friend, not that of a Hong Kong-Chinese, that he realizes 
the meaninglessness of language: "Half way through dinner he had lapsed into silence. 
He had suddenly realised he wasn't talking to them. He was mouthing words, 
appropriate nothings, which they deflected, used as darts against each other" (34-35). 
This sentence echoes Shakespeare's comment about the poet, used as an epigraph in 
Louise Ho's Local Habitations. Poets give voice to airy nothings; Gordon believes 
nothing can be said of nothing. Later on, when talking with his supervisor, "Gordon 
opened his mouth to say something then, realizing how pointless it would be, he shut it 
again，，(53). This is the case for all of the major characters in the novel. Belinda feels 
that "the words themselves were meaningless" (48). This realization inevitably occurs 
regardless of whether the individual is particularly articulate or not. Belinda's lover and 
accountant Harry "wanted to say something but he couldn't find the right words" (205). 
Yet even the eloquent find language empty. Alluding to Hemingway's description of the 
speech of officers in wartime m A Farewell to Arms, entrepreneur Belinda reminisces 
about her meeting with the board of directors of her newly-inherited company: "the 
meeting had gone as well as she knew it would . • . She had said the right things in the 
right places, spoke of honour, respect, trust. • • She laughed at the memory of it” (127). 
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At this textual moment, the only proactive option for the character is laughter. A textual 
moment similar in focus and force is when Gordon and one of his student's mothers get 
in an argument over "chastity." Unknown to the girl's mother, this is her daughter's 
English name; the mother is incensed when her daughter's teacher says there is no need 
for anyone to "worry about Chastity" (Acheson 142). 
A common language is meaningless when present as a means of conveying 
thought, yet its impotence is even more absurd when absent. A scene that exemplifies 
this is when Gordon is within earshot of a heated exchange of threats between two rival 
gangs. He thinks that the youngsters are playing. One of the boys screams to one of the 
girls, “I want to suck your tits" (133). As the text points out, "all this was lost on Gordon 
as it was in Cantonese" (134). Ironically, even when two characters speak in a common 
tongue, little mutual understanding occurs. Cheng is introduced to Peon, a financier, and 
the reader is told "as the introduction had been made in English, Cheng understood little" 
(124). This is to be expected. A moment later, however, "Cheng understood little . . . 
even though it was in Cantonese" (124). One character, named Lee, adopts the English 
name Sherlock "under the impression it would signify to the English speaker a certain 
acuity of perception, an understanding of the underlying logic of things. It had not 
worked out this way，，(112). Eventually, many of the characters give up on conventional 
language entirely. As Peon tells Cheng: ‘“If you want to meet me . . . I know we need a 
code . •. How's about that?' 'No. I'll say my name and leave a message like everyone 
else.' ‘Oh!，Peon said, disappointed" (126). To Peon, when English and Cantonese have 
failed, the only solution is to speak in code. This attempt at the creation of meaning, like 
most others in the novel, however, leads to failure in the end. 
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The matrix's problematizing of identity and its castration of language are both 
symptomatic of Hong Kong's ability to overwhelm. The novel repeatedly demonstrates 
this key concern. One important segment of text deals specifically with the links between 
the Hong Kong matrix, the source of that matrix's energy, and the effect of that energy on 
the individual's psyche: 
Outside. The streets lit by electric invitations to libidinous pursuits, the neon 
glare, beckoned with deceitful promises of consummation. The signs "Topless 
Bar" "Delightful Hostesses，，"Bedside Bar，’ titillated with false expectancy. 
Outside. The street hummed with taut gaiety. (65) 
The word "Outside" is repeated to emphasize the matrix, which is omnipresent. By 
stepping outside, an individual is within its domain. The signs, the "electric invitations," 
are in active conspiracy with (and indeed part of) the streets, which are described as 
"humm[ing]" (65). The electricity from the neon lights spills over and blends with the 
sidewalks. Acheson conveys this sense by omitting punctuation marks between the 
names on the neon signs. As poet Norman De Brackinghee writes in "Obsession": "The 
landscape merges into my dreams; / the shifting patterns of shapes I know / that are 
impossible to shake off，(Hsai 75). A companion passage is found later: 
[S]igns splashed colour across the road. Australian matrons giggled past with 
nervous curiosity. Men with assumed sophistication juggled with the opposing 
equations of desire. Danger. Psychic danger. The fear that some internal 
equilibrium would finally be unbalanced shadowed him. (65) 
The milieu affects the individual by making him or her feel "nervous" and "curious" (65). 
It stimulates “desire，，’ and it intimidates the individual-there is a constant sense of danger 
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(65). The word "shadow" suggests the presence of a ghostly, supernatural force; yet the 
phrase "opposing equations" implies a sense of the individual as automaton, the person as 
a clog in the machine (65). Both tropes powerfully distill the notion of Hong Kong as a 
matrix. And whence does this matrix derive its force? The word "taut" provides the 
beginnings of an answer: the place is tense and stretched. This notion implies the 
violence and corruption that underpins such a "taut" ambient. 
Acheson attributes the dynamo and generator of this electricity to the corruption 
at Hong Kong's core. The text's argument is that this corruption is the wellspring from 
which flows Hong Kong's energy as well as its violence, and this ambience affects each 
and every character. The text explicitly elucidates this scheme. For triad-leader Cheng, 
"the last two or three hours he had been drifting from dreams to half awake thoughts and 
back again into dreams awash with violence and threat" (120). Financier Peon, after he is 
swindled by a teenage girl posing as a prostitute, muses that: "there is something very 
wrong with a place where things like this can happen" (76). The irony of Peon's remark 
notwithstanding, he nevertheless locates the source of the vice in the external 
environment, not in the individual. Peon blames Hong Kong, not the girl. From another 
perspective, it is only when one acts upon base, corrupt desires that one feels at ease with 
the matrix. After he commits a violent act, Cheng feels that: “For perhaps the first time 
in his life he felt truly elated. For the first time too he felt wholly in control. His 
thoughts had ceased to be a complex of delicately balancing equations. They had been 
reduced to a brutal simplicity" (133). The individual is part of the matrix, hence he or 
she is spoken of in mechanical, mathematical terms. Characters are described as 
constantly weighing a complex of variables. The matrix's force influences Hong Kong-
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Chinese and gwailo alike. As Gordon sits in a bar, he "fe[els] very uneasy. He didn't 
have much experience with ‘squadies.，There was a long line of them at the bar drinking 
sullenly. He could feel the violence seeping towards the surface" (176). Abbas has 
written of this theme in Chinese-language texts: "the very insistent smells, sights, sounds 
of the city and the violence that always threatens to erupt . . . makes the city more 
dangerously alive than the …human protagonists" (Abbas 121). Robert Elegant, author 
of such novels as Dynasty and Last Year in Hong Kong, has described this theme as 
"China's predilection for violence" ("China's Destiny，，2). Joseph Jones's poem "Snake 
Song" underscores this theme: "Violently / my neighbor shouts: / You eat the bread of 
wickedness!" (Hsia 114). An important aspect of this theme in Flagrant Harbour is its 
randomness and multiplicity. When viewed within the framework of a matrix, the rapid 
movement and constant give-and-take of this violence can appear accidental. Hence, as 
the text points out: "there was no pattern, no cohesion to the events" (Acheson 121). 
This theme of violence is linked to the prevailing mentality of criminality. The 
violence and corruption inherent in the Hong Kong milieu functions as an uncontrollable 
contagious disease, affecting everyone who comes into contact with it, and even the 
novel's protagonists are forced to exploit, cheat, and even kill loved ones in order to 
survive. This is partly why the novel is not a cleanly plotted crime tale, but a story of 
journey and psycho-spiritual discovery. As such, it is similar to both Running Dog and 
The Monkey King. But unlike Lee's celebration of the Hong Kong matrix, this novel is 
also a cautionary tale, for it seems that Acheson has a love-hate relationship with Hong 
Kong. Joyce, interestingly, has called this love-hate relationship a "frequently mooted 
cliche" of Hong Kong anglophone literature (Hsia 13). Flagrant Harbour conveys not 
57 
only the glamour and attraction of a fast-paced life-power, sex, and money—but also its 
perils. The frustration, decadence, and violence of underworld life plagues Acheson's 
characters and serves to warn his readers. 
Acheson's vision of Hong Kong has a sense of history as curse; as William 
Faulkner wrote: "the past isn't dead; it isn't even past" (Faulkner 97). The text explicitly 
relates the theme of violence to historical factors. Hong Kong was built on a foundation 
of corruption, and present-day manifestations of violence are rooted in this historical 
reality. As the text makes explicit: 
Bullen had always called Hong Kong the "Flagrant Harbour" and that evening • . . 
. h e ] had devised a new coat of arms: an opium pipe and a pair of dice. Not some 
romantic vision of The East but the real thing-The Summation. Doctor-medical 
practicioner-William Jardine, Opium Runner and Member of Parliament and the 
real founder of Hong Kong. Establisher of the moral basis on which the colony 
continues to pay its respects. (195) 
In an ironic inversion of Orientalism and post-colonialism as articulated by Said and 
others, this character explains the matrix not by blaming the Other-Bullen is said to 
"admire" the Hong Kong-Chinese--but in terms of the immorality of the colony's 
founding (193). Acheson calls to mind the words of poet M. Bruce, who in his poem 
"Dodo's Egg’，called Hong Kong "This rectum of China" (Hsia 78). 
Ackbar Abbas has written of similar malcontent in various Chinese-language 
Hong Kong stories: 
[T]he city inscribes itself brutally in the text: taking center stage, enforcing 
conformity to its rhythms, destroying or distorting affective life. In the stories of 
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XiXi, the city presents itself to us in yet another way. While her stories 
acknowledge and fully register the demands of the city, they also show how these 
demands are resisted and deflected, although at a cost. It is a great achievement, 
especially when we measure it against the odds that must be overcome. Those 
who go against the city do unequal battle, yet the fight—conducted on the level of 
mundane events and the small details of personal life-go doggedly on. (Abbas 
121) 
Such is the case is Flagrant Harbour. Abbas's trenchant insight in this passage signals 
an awareness of the possibilities for dealing with the matrix. 
Like the stories of Xi Xi, Flagrant Harbour suggests a variety of ways for dealing 
with the Hong Kong matrix. Gordon attempts to come to terms with the Hong Kong 
matrix through an obsessive focus on physical homes. This strategy is employed with 
more reserve and greater success by characters in The Monkey King, Runnding Dog, and 
even Patrick Yu in his own life (136). Yet Gordon is unable to find a center, a source of 
sustenance, even in the home. Upon entering a room, Gordon realizes "It struck him 
suddenly that there was no centre to the room, none, that is, apart from the physical 
centre" (136). During another segment of text, when the financier Peon (Acheson puns 
on the word “peon，，）is undergoing an initiation of sorts, he too is "propelled into the 
centre of the room" (148). Before this, he sees a door "impressively large with a heavy 
brass knocker placed at dead centre" (145). Gordon sees the possibilities for dealing with 
the matrix through fusion. The room itself concretizes a psycho-spiritual condition: "the 
items of European origin had been sucked into a special ordering quite foreign to them" 
(136). Indeed, the physical room itself is a metaphor for Hong Kong: 
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The room he entered had that discordant feel of imbalance. He saw the soft 
furniture with its comforting associations but here it seemed imposed. The sofa 
was backed up against the wall. At the far end was an ornate shelving unit on 
which were displayed garnish ornaments. The walls for the most part were bare. 
It struck him suddenly that there was no centre to the room, none, that is, apart 
from the physical centre. It was a room of harsh edges and hard lines. Despite 
the expensiveness of some of the items the overall impression it gave was that 
those living there were quite capable of going out one day and not coming back. 
The items of European origin had been sucked into a special ordering foreign to 
them. Gordon was extremely sensitive to his Europeanness and as a result to the 
alien-ness, the essential Chinese-ness, of the woman whose hand he was shaking. 
(136) 
As if to highlight the importance of the house, Betty continually asks Gordon about Hong 
Kong, and he responds "but you have a very nice house" (140). For Betty's part, she 
wonders "Why was he constantly bringing the conversation back to the house" (140). 
Gordon's obsession with physical homes, and his inability to locate a center, speak 
directly in meaningful terms to the Hong Kong matrix: a matrix has no center. 
Not all of the characters react to the Hong Kong milieu in the same way. One 
method for facing down the matrix and maintaining one's identity, as in The Monkey 
King, is found in the use of ritual. In Hong Kong, many people engage in such ritualistic 
behavior. At one factory, the workers "worked at their machines deaf to everything but 
their own dance and the rhythm of the machines，，(158). Gordon also attempts this, albeit 
halfheartedly: "the lift slowly descended. He tried to tap out of rhythm that would cover 
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the time between each floor. He closed his eyes to test it out. By the time the lift reached 
the first floor he reached the ground" (35). Later on, Gordon "tried out his rhythm again 
half-heartedly but couldn't get it coordinated，，(36). At one point, Gordon actually begins 
to engage in a sort of play ritual: "On the way to his entrance he came on a chalked out 
hop-scotch board. Digging into his pockets he fished out his coins and threw one on the 
last square. One foot . . • two • •. and around . . . two feet • • • one . . • balance •. • pick up 
the coin [ellipsis in the original]" (35). Such rhetorical figures are double-edged. While 
they hint at the dehumanizing effects of the matrix (human beings as mechanistic 
automatons), they ironically symbolize the only effective response: ritual. People use 
ritual to deal with those areas of human experience which do not seem suited to rational 
control. In the face of a dehumanizing, all-encompassing matrix, the only effective 
counter-measure is the practice of ritual. 
An explicit instance of ritual in the text is the St. Vulpine Martyr's School annual 
celebration: "The highlight of this affair was ‘the spuming，and it occurred after the last 
speech of the evening. This ritual consisted of a girl disrobing, and making lewd 
movements with her pelvis at the end of which she was liberally plastered with cream 
cakes" (110). As Peon says immediately after the ritual: "One feels almost purified" 
(110). The novel also conveys a sense of ritual through repetition and references to time. 
The second line of text mentions "the first day of the new school year" (4). Later on, the 
reader is told "the last class of the last day in September was over" (51). 
In contrast to Gordon's listlessness and Bullen's cynicism, Belinda Poon-a young 
Hong Kong-Chinese entrepreneur—is successfully able to articulate a sense of self-
identity independent of a coercive environment. In the face of the apparent chaos at the 
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heart of the matrix, Belinda attempts to gesture toward meaning. She reconciles her 
traditional Chinese upbringing, her Western boyfriend, and her own psychological 
insecurities, through a process of fusion. As Belinda thinks, "One theme of thought 
repeated itself among the random succession of images" (54). Belinda does understand 
the nature of her surroundings, and in reaction decides to articulate her own sense of 
identity. "Events were already going out of control. She had to hang on, maintain some 
unity" (72). 
Belinda develops a ritual whereby every evening she dresses up as a man, in her 
father's "Western" clothes, and visits a nightclub (55). These visits, these nightclub 
scenes, distill many of the thematic and rhetorical figures Acheson draws upon 
throughout the novel: language, the family, cultural conflict, violence, responsibility, and 
reconciliation. Before leaving her home to try out the efficacy of her new identity, 
Belinda explicitly connects identity with ritual: she announces to her family "I'm going 
to Church I am a Catholic now" (56). With this act Belinda fuses her Chinese sense 
of self with a Western cultural identity. Yet she practices this new hybrid identity in the 
strangest of ways. The text highlights the importance of this connection: "It surprised 
[Belinda] that she should think of this as an excuse to get out. It had come out before she 
had even thought about it. But the more she thought about it, the more perfect it seemed" 
(57). Not only Western religion, but the language of English similarly has a pivotal role 
in this exploration of identity. When Belinda disguises herself as a man to enter the 
Nightclub, she observes that “It seemed appropriate that English was the language of 
communication" (Acheson 69). Belinda becomes a paramount figure of fusion and 
hybridity: she is at once male and female, parent and child, Occidental and Oriental. 
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This exercise in identity formation is facilitated by a change of external 
appearances. As she tries on her recently deceased father's clothes: 
When she had finished dressing she examined herself in the mirror. She hadn't 
known whether she expected them to be too tight or too loose, absurdly large or 
impossibly small. When she thought of him he appeared to expand or contract. 
She would not have known how to describe his size. Now she knew. He was her 
own size exactly. The shirt and suit could not have fitted more perfectly if they 
had been specially made for her. (55) 
The fact that her father's clothes, the clothes of a man, fit her perfectly underscore the 
“naturalness，，of her new identity. She is discovering for the first time who she really is, 
and the mirror itself is a symbol representing self-knowledge and self-awareness. When 
she finally walks out in the street: 
Gradually the sense of danger diminished; the danger of discovery, ridicule and 
more than that the danger of identifying with her father. In the emotional turmoil 
of the day the image of her father had returned again and again, taking on 
grotesque forms and expressions which expanded and shrank the distortions 
pulsated with tremulous life. She should be sitting in vigil at his side yet here she 
was dressed in his clothes, trying to be like him, to do what he would do. Now it 
just seemed absurd. Walking, dressed as a man, any man, brushing up against the 
normal, the everyday, with the obsession dissolved, she was lost. She looked up 
and saw a European man stride with a curiously equivocal eagerness across the 
street towards her. Her heart missed a beat. He seemed to see right through her. 
(68) 
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Harry himself alludes to this in another context. He tells Belinda: "Fm not sure it's a 
good thing to mix roles, but …[emphasis in the original]，，(97). Harry realizes that the 
key to overcoming the Hong Kong matrix is through a counter-impulse, a rhythm tapped 
out according to one's own inclinations, a ritual of resistance. Hong Kong's cultural 
collision requires the individual to adapt his or her identity and to combine disparate 
elements; the individual must fuse disparate practices together in a harmonious j^ m and 
yang. 
This fusion is also set forth within the framework of a matrix. As a man tells 
Belinda in the Nightclub: 
‘‘ cycles of creation.，，She tried hard to concentrate on what the man 
man was saying. "Germination, blossom, fruition and then the clearing away for 
the next cycle. All things flow in seasons. We musn't look back on the dead. 
They have been cleared away. We must wait for the buds to grow. We must look 
to the new. I know that goes against your Chinese philosophy of worshipping 
your ancestors. I don't know how that would fit in except that it “ 
Germination? Blossom? What was the man talking about? She felt it was 
important to understand, as though a message was being delivered to her. “ 
a sort of cultural continuity that allows the peace and freedom necessary for the 
germinating process. Peace and freedom are perhaps strange words to use about 
the Chinese, stability is a better word. What we are seeing now in China is the 
beginning of the blossom. New shoots are being put forward. It is a cruel thing, 
growth, change, call it what you will. It is not easy. There is always friction. 
The friction . . . . ” (71-72). 
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This passage explicitly details the reconciliation and synthesis of the Hong Kong matrix. 
It calls to mind Schipper's comments about culture: "history shows that whenever new 
forms of culture have emerged, these always were the result of the interaction between 
different civilizations, obtained through the combination, the mixing, the hybridization of 
elements from various origins" (Schipper 3). 
Belinda's positing of a new, fused, bicultural identity subverts traditional notions 
of colonialism. The scene of a disguised Chinese woman entering a Wan Chai nightclub 
that caters to Western men encapsulates the physical, economic, psychological, and 
sexual exploitation of colonialism (and dramatizes the comprehension of it). It turns the 
Suzie Wong stereotype on its head. Belinda, as a colonized woman, enters into a world 
based on sexuality, money, and exploitation. Yet by making a routine of her trips to the 
nightclub, she ritualizes and transforms the experience. She endows it with meaning and 
faces down the matrix. By identifying the stereotypes and cliches of a colonial society, 
Acheson turns it into an allusion to The World of Suzie Wong into an essentially religious 
ritual in commemoration of implicitly immutable laws and connects it with other such 
rituals across cultures. By emphasizing the symbolic rather than the social components, 
Acheson transforms-very much like Mo in The Monkey King -social experiences into 
mythic ones. 
The social and mythic interpretations of a ritual of situation might coexist 
peacefully if the situation were not a function of so abnormal a condition as colonialism. 
But the mythic interpretation of the Nightclub scene (like the gangsters' daily rituals) 
contradicts and negates its social meaning. Indeed, a girl posing as a man defies 
simplistic analysis. As a social ritual, visiting a Nightclub and paying for companionship 
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reflects the limitations of youth in the face of maturity. The youth can expect to become 
mature through exposure to sexual experience; the Chinese cannot expect to become 
English. It is similar to the Triad initiation ritual, in which every member has sex with 
same girl. Acheson intends this to symbolize the relationship (however crudely figured) 
of an individual to his own community; the social ritual symbolizes the relationship of an 
oppressed people to an oppressive people. The initiation ritual celebrates a natural 
process, maturation, that has been ritualized because it cannot be circumvented: the social 
celebrates a man-made convention that has been ritualized to prevent its circumvention. 
Because the social ritual and the mythic ritual reflect different relationships between 
people and power, they do not have compatible meanings. To equate the Nightclub with 
an initiation is to assume that the relationship between Chinese and English, men and 
women, is divinely sanctioned and eternal. Although this relationship may often seem 
permanent in the minds of the oppressor (as Fanon has written), Acheson's fiction is 
based on the premise that it is not; as in Mo, the differences between English and 
Chinese, played out in the Hong Kong context, are all ironic. 
Acheson places this ritual of situation in a context that distorts its social meaning. 
In Flagrant Harbour, he makes it one of a series of initiations that finally demonstrate 
not the politics of colonialism but the chaos of the universe. In order to achieve this 
effect, he must ignore, minimize, distort, or deny the peculiarities of Chinese ritual. The 
end of the identity quest in Acheson betrays the beginning. Some of the sub-plots of 
Flagrant Harbour illustrate the process of adapting the Hong Kong experience to the 
forms of ritual and the meanings of myth. Another example of this is when expatriate 
police inspector Granny pays continual homage to Kuan Gong. The quest for identity is 
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the quest for manhood (quite literally: Belinda is posing as a man). Acheson figures the 
quest for identity in terms of rituals of situation like the Nightclub scene. 
Acheson's ability to adapt (as does Mo), rather than to simply include, myth in his 
fiction can be regarded as a special contribution to an understanding of the Hong Kong 
milieu. While the argument can be made that the overlaying of knowledge of Chinese 
culture with concepts that exist outside of it constitutes a sign of confusion (inspired by 
the elaborate system of interconnection with Western symbols and mythology), such an 
opinion treats East and West, Occidental and Oriental, as separable in Hong Kong and 
thus commits the binary fallacy. But Acheson's adaptation of Chinese myth and culture 
produces an alloy rather than a plate. The process of ritualization itself changes the 
meaning of the myth. In this way, Acheson vividly demonstrates the trope of fusion in 
identity formation. 
Although rituals do undergo change, they do so much more slowly than other 
aspects of life, and fixity remains the principle of ritual as a form. People use ritual to 
deal with those sectors of experience which do not seem amenable to rational control. By 
formalizing, it perpetuates; by perpetuating, it celebrates. As a form, ritual tends to 
affirm the powerlessness of human beings and the permanence of a fixed order. This can 
be interpreted as signifying identification with a place, Hong Kong, and an identity, 
Hongkongese. An exploration and ritualization of myth applies the implications of ritual 
to the specific social conflict between the Hong Kong-Chinese and the institution of 
colonialism. It implies that this tension and conflict is part of a general, eternal, and 
inescapable conflict between human beings and their limitations. It transforms the social 
conflict at the heart of the expression into the metaphysical conflict of the framing myth 
67 
(as in The Monkey King), thus denying the social conflict any importance of its own. But 
the relationship between an oppressed people and an oppressive society is social; it is the 
result of human action and can be changed by human agency. To imply otherwise, 
Acheson implies, and Gordon explicitly states, is to rationalize. Rationalization is in fact 
just what Acheson's ritualization of myth accomplishes. It implicitly justifies the 
relationship between Chinese and English by effectually denying it. By enlarging the 
context of the relationship between Chinese and Westerners in Hong Kong society, the 
text comes to a positive conclusion. It suggests that the nature of the relationship can be 
changed by changing the perspective from which it is viewed and thus, implicitly, that the 
relationship exists only in the minds of the victims, as the characters in the novel suggest. 
This shift in perspective shifts the burden of change from the colonizer to the colonized. 
By denying the need for real change, broadening the context of myth perpetuates the 
oppressive relationship on which it is based. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 
LEE'S RUNNING DOG 
“The foundation of a nation is the family, 
and the foundation of the family is the individual." 
Chinese Proverb 
In contrast to Mo's complex prose and finely-crafted character development in 
Monkey King and Acheson's highly-experimental postmodern narrative voice and use of 
ritual in Flagrant Harbour, Lee Ding Fai's Running Dog is a more straightforward and 
accessible, yet no less rewarding, Hong Kong novel. Lee Ding Fai is the pseudonym for 
a middle-class Hong Kong-Chinese woman who reportedly received a "Western-style 
education，，(Mimi Chan, Through 223). Published by Heinemaim as part of the "Writing 
in Asia’，series, the work is by far the most successful attempt (out of a handful of others) 
by a Hong Kong-Chinese woman to write a full-length novel in English. While first-rate 
short stories and poetry from the likes of Louise Ho, Agnes Lam, and Xu Xi continue to 
multiply, relatively few Hong Kong-Chinese authors have published novels in English. 
Leon Comber, the publisher who spearheaded the "Writing in Asia" series and 
oversaw the publication oiRunning Dog, once remarked: 
We never did get a good novel by an Asian writer from Hong Kong or China, 
even when I moved up to Hong Kong from Singapore . . . the nearest we got to it 
was a novel, Running Dog, written in English by a woman author, Lee Ding Fai, 
whose husband was on the staff of the Chinese University of Hong Kong. It was 
a rags-to-riches story of a young Chinese refugee who escaped to Hong Kong 
from China, and his subsequent adventures in capitalist Hong Kong, but although 
it was a good first try, Fm afraid it didn't sell very well. (Comber 81) 
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Regardless of the economic success of the book~which seems to have colored Comber's 
critical evaluation-it is a strong novel that adds tremendously to an understanding of the 
Hong Kong milieu. Written in surprisingly lively prose, a number of plots marginally 
related to a character named Yau Man and the Chen family intertwine to provide a top-to-
bottom view of Hong Kong life. 
In fact, Running Dog constitutes an important cornerstone of the Hong Kong-
English corpus. In approaching Lee's stylistics, it is necessary to keep in mind the words 
of novelist Linsey Abrams, who has written that "style is never simply a technical choice, 
but evolves from how a writer sees the world" (Abrams 12). In her essay "A Maximalist 
Novelist Looks at Some Minimalist Fiction" (1985), she argues that to embrace a "readily 
identifiable prose style without being aware of its tyranny and inevitability of voice" is to 
concomitantly embrace a “ready-made point-of-view" (Abrams 12). As the more 
traditional of the three foundational texts of this study, Running Dog avoids the pitfalls of 
so much contemporary fiction which reveals an author's ideology more than her fictive 
imagination. This control and reconstitution of images, which arises out of the noble 
effort to counteract cultural lies, unfortunately easily slips toward dogma that ends the 
process of literary discovery (that aspect of literature so championed by Allen Tate). In 
short, literature becomes kitsch. By the same token, however, if Acheson's novel is to be 
faulted for the author's over-ambitious experimental style, Lee's novel should be 
understood as a modest success due to its heavy reliance on traditional methods of 
storytelling. Yet Lee succeeds in telling a powerful Hong Kong story. Her method for 
accomplishing this, as touched upon earlier, is a synthesis of traditional narrative forms 
subtly modified. She is deliberate in tone and method. 
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Critic Mimi Chan of the University of Hong Kong has praised Lee, writing that 
she "presents a well-informed picture of the living conditions, habits and mores of up-
and-coming Chinese families" (Mimi Chan, Through 223). Indeed, Lee presents the 
objective world of Hong Kong and the Hong Kong-Chinese experience, but subjects that 
world to many different levels of interpretation. Like The Monkey King and Flagrant 
Harbour, Running Dog displays the author's keen sense of history and historical realities. 
Lee explores themes essential to Hong Kong history—the connections between race and 
cultural identity, the role of sex, and the paramountcy of familial and personal 
relationships-themes that cut across rigid class and ethnic identities. As Chan has 
written, “the novel shows an awareness of the complexities of the stratification of 
Chinese society in Hong Kong，，(Mimi Chan, Through 223). While Chan's comment 
reveals an assumption regarding separate ethnic-based societies in Hong Kong, the 
picture that Lee draws is more expansive: Hong Kong is one society comprised of many 
different classes, ideological bents, and ethnic groups; it is a unity of multiplicity. 
Running Dog is fundamentally a tale of two things: the man Yau Man and the 
Hong Kong matrix. In this sense, the text is situated somewhere between Mo and 
Acheson，s works. For while Mo focuses on an individual and Acheson on the city, Lee 
turns her attention to both. Despite this difference in focus and force, Lee treats the same 
primary themes and employs similar motifs from the Hong Kong repertoire. Like 
Flagrant Harbour, the story is on one level the Horatio Alger saga of millions of 
Hongkongnese intent on scoring, by any means, enough money to raise the face of their 
families in perpetuity. As the saying goes: mo ching, mo meng (no money, no life). This 
struggle, both individually and collectively, is situated within the framework of a Hong 
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Kong matrix that exacts a tremendous toll on its people. The title, in fact, is an elaborate 
pun. Beyond echoing the attacks on pro-Western Chinese intellectuals by Communist 
revolutionaries, the title words signify these two pivotal thematic concerns: the word 
"running" signifies the matrix's activity and movement, the word "dog" connotes its 
dehumanizing effects. 
The novel begins, as one might expect from a work in the Hong Kong canon, with 
the figure of a sojourner. More specifically, a refugee. Yau Man, a twenty-four year-old 
son (and incidentally, the same age as Wallace Nolasco) of "parents who were educated 
middle-class people before the Communists took over," is making his way in the night 
from mainland China to Hong Kong (Lee 2). For the reader unacquainted with Hong 
Kong's history, Lee provides the context: “Yau Man . • • was one of the first of thousands 
of refugees who flooded into the colony and attracted world attention in 1962" (2). This 
physical journey functions on multiple levels to represent the Hong Kong milieu. First, it 
is a horizontal movement that contrasts with and leads to the vertical act of shifting from 
the bottom of society to the top. Second, it symbolizes the search for identity; the text 
uses the phrase "passion for identity," a wording that implies a sense of activity (59). 
Third, it connotes the notion of motion and speed that characterizes the matrix. Indeed, 
this physical journey is emblematic of the dynamism of the matrix into which he will 
soon be initiated. He is about to enter a new universe of experience, and the moment he 
makes it "across the border"--the dividing line between known and unknown, the 
mainland and Hong Kong, outside reality and the Matrix-he feels "his strength slowly 
r e t u r n " � . 
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Yau Man's initiation into the matrix is swift and soon. In contrast to Wallace 
Nolasco, who must slowly reconcile himself and his environment, and Belinda Poon, 
who must take radical, ritualized action to forge a self-identity, Yau Man adopts a new 
identity instantaneously. Upon falling asleep, Yau Man awakes feeling strong, yet is 
instantly integrated into the stir of the matrix. As an aside, throughout Running Dog the 
reader often has the sensation of viewing an accelerated motion picture in which one 
animated still rapidly follows another. This effect is achieved by Lee's use of short 
descriptive sentences that capture hot and cold, light and shadow, movement and passion: 
It was cold. Oh heavens above, it was so cold! He stroked frantically to keep the 
blood circulating and to help forget the cold. A sharp noise. A gun shot! He 
woke up with a start. It was broad daylight. The door of the hut was banging in 
the breeze. (1) 
Miles from the city, nestled in an abandoned hut in the New Territories, Yau Man is 
unable to distance himself from the matrix's effects on both nature and man. The pair of 
exclamation points, the repetition of the word "cold" three times, the sudden exclamation 
in the form of an appeal to heaven, the physical senses of sight, sound, and touch, 
together this use of language provokes a sense of urgency in the reader. In an instance of 
form matching substance, the text conveys the "frantic" activity of Yau Man that speaks 
to the franticness of the matrix. 
On the question of why it takes the characters in the other novels longer to 
adopt a new identity, an awareness of the author is particularly important. As Westerners 
in Hong Kong (in the case of Mo from Hong Kong), Mo and Acheson would not 
necessarily see the need for a shift in identity until maturity has set in. Acheson comes to 
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the culture as an outsider and must discover for himself such an imperative. Yet for Lee, 
bom and raised in Hong Kong, reality is a matrix into which one is thrust from day one. 
Such is the case for Yau Man. 
In keeping with the internal transformation that Yau Man experiences, a new 
external identity must be acquired as well. As with Belinda's cross-dressing in Flagrant 
Harbour, Yau Man dons a disguise that will soon become his uniform of choice. The 
first thing he does, in fact, is to enter a clothing shop and buy a new shirt. After this, the 
owner tells him: 
"You may use the cubicle at the back if you like. Perhaps you'd like to buy a new 
pair of trousers too. You would feel more comfortable and appear more of a local 
person that way,” the shopkeeper said, his face immobile and his eyes 
expressionless. (4) 
Yau Man takes his advice, and switches from a mainland identity to that of "a local 
person" (4). And the reader is explicitly told that the significance of this change is not 
lost on Yau Man: "He was touched by the shopkeeper's subtle way of hinting at his 
identity" (4). The change is now complete. Yau Man is now in his new home: "With 
new clothes on . . . he felt restored, like a patient finding his strength again" (4). Lee's 
use here of a simile signals the psycho-spiritual dimension of Yau Man's returning 
strength; he is “like，，a person recovering his physical energy, but on a deeper plane. 
Yau Man, upon donning the new clothes and mentally preparing himself for a 
new life, instantly feels the electricity of the matrix. Yet while Acheson's characters find 
the milieu alienating, Yau Man finds it invigorating. He identifies a dynamic of freedom 
as the source that activates the milieu: 
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Yau Man felt safe and anonymous among the crowds. All the shops on the 
thoroughfare were open for business. There was an intentness on people's faces 
he found reassuring. He was sure nobody would pay attention to him even if he 
were to mutter something anti-revolutionary. This sense of freedom so 
exhilarated him that … h e stood in the middle of the pavement and laughed. (5) 
A companion passage follows shortly thereafter and expands on this sense of freedom 
and opportunity: 
He was fascinated by the bustle around him and the abundance of merchandise in 
the shops that was available to everyone with money. There was a vitality about 
the place that quickened his heart beat, galvanized his urge to participate, and 
stirred up hidden desires for things that had so far been denied him. (5) 
This comments directly upon the Hong Kong spirit of freedom and enterprise, and 
conveys a strong sense of the power of the matrix. And Yau Man is inherently 
optimistic. In describing Yau Man's impression of the availability of material goods, 
Lee's choice of the word "everyone" signifies a sense of inclusiveness and opportunity 
for all. Goods are available for "everyone," not anyone, with money. 
Yau Man quickly solidifies this bedrock optimism in the Hong Kong way of life. 
The matrix, in fact, activates his sense of self: 
He had the chance to feel the pulse of the city, and he was excited by what he 
saw. He was used to crowds, but not the activities of buying and spending. The 
people hurrying along the streets were intent on their own business, thinking their 
own thoughts, and making their own money. He felt exhilarated among them, a 
lone fish in the ocean, looking for his own food. Signs and neon lights jutting out 
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from shops, like banners lining the streets in a big festival, proclaimed a 
prosperity he could dip his hand into. And cars jetting up and down 
thoroughfares inferred a dimension of freedom he had craved. Looking at the 
spread of living splendour . •. and the working population hurrying in and out of 
office buildings, he was determined to be a part of it all. He made a secret vow to 
himself then that he would work his fingernails off, if he must, to make the most 
of his chance in this city. (23) 
This passage exemplifies the prominent tropes and motifs employed by Lee and the other 
writers of the Hong Kong corpus. The fourth word from the beginning, and the fourth 
word from the end, is "chance." This word signifies opportunity, and the situation 
favoring some purpose. In this case, it is the matrix that affords Yau Man the opportunity 
to "be a part of it all" (23). The electricity of the matrix, the "pulse of the city," is 
referred to in the first sentence. This pulse animates Yau Man, energizing him with 
feelings of excitement and exhilaration. This electricity moves and merges with the 
matrix; the reader is presented with images of crowds of people "buying and spending," 
cars travelling on the street, and flashing neon signs that reify the electricity of the 
people. The whole scene blends together into a "spread of living splendour" that unifies 
the people, their cars, and their motion, the electrical currents of the neon signs, and the 
city itself into a massive virile organism. This is the essence of the Hong Kong matrix. 
And at its core, according to the text, is an inferable "dimension of freedom" (23). 
The motif of "money" in Running Dog is paramount. For money and wealth-
preserved and transmitted through the institution of the family-is the generator of the 
matrix's electricity. It is the effect of the core characteristic of freedom. Commenting 
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upon Hong Kong English-language literature, critic Mimi Chan writes: "the single-
minded passion for money-making . . . dominates Hong Kong" (Mimi Chan, Through 
212). Indeed, a passage from John Gordon Davis Years of the Hungry Tiger is similar to 
the descriptions of Hong Kong by Lee: 
And the factories and the workshops and the sweatshops and the great tai-pan 
trading houses and the banks from all around the world and the import-export 
agencies and shops shops shops and the money-making everywhere and the lucky 
Chinese names on the signboards and neon signs everywhere and the sweatpots 
and fleshpots and the bars bars bars, and the many many smells. (Davis 21) 
Here, Davis's omission of punctuation, use of repetition, and hint of internal rhyme 
conveys a sense of the dynamism and freneticism that characterizes the matrix. And it is 
tied to a passion for making money. 
Lee goes on to become a successful tycoon and businessman. He starts from the 
ground up, working hard, saving his earnings, and investing time and money in himself 
and his future. As the text explains: 
Going to night school for his English lessons every night, Yau Man agonized over 
all the opportunities lost and wasted. He worked hard at English, spending most 
of his spare time reading newspapers and magazines, which guided him, a novice 
from an ideological convent, into the alleyways of conflicts and passions and cut-
throat rivalry of a capitalistic city. (30) 
As this passage shows, Lee-like Mo—employs trenchant irony for powerful effect. 
Although Yau Man is an immigrant, it is he who finds comfort and security in a Hong 
Kong identity. As time goes on, he successfully fuses both East and West. He in fact 
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thinks of himself as "an Oriental gentleman in Western style. The Chinese outside of 
China, the pollen that has dispersed from the main flower" (94). 
The counterpoint to Yau Man is the girl whom he ultimately marries, Audrey 
(daughter of Yau Man's benefactor, and the father figure in the novel, Mr. Chen). 
Although Audrey eventually adopts a Hong Kong identity with which she is comfortable, 
there are times throughout the novel in which she rejects the city and his effects. This is 
not as serious a crisis as that experienced by her brother, however, who leaves his wife 
and family in Hong Kong to participate in the Cultural Revolution in the P.R.C. Audrey 
goes off to college at Smith in Massachusetts, where she dates a young gwaizai named 
Bob Felton. It is this girl who articulates, as do Acheson's characters, the negative 
aspects of life in Hong Kong: 
Audrey felt caged in this island of a city, with its tenement buildings, squatter 
huts, or resettlement blocks all infested with the multitudinous hordes of a human 
population. She shivered at the thought of the crowds in the streets of Mongkok” 
(19) 
As she thinks of this reality later on: "Objects and people fighting for precious space. 
The danger of suffocation. She felt a surge of resentment" (20). 
Yet Audrey epitomizes the key tension that underpins the Hong Kong matrix: the 
opposition between Hong Kong's status as point of transit and its standing as a home. 
Before leaving Hong Kong: 
Audrey could make a whole list of reasons for taking a dislike to the place—the 
proximity of the people, the dearth of cultural activities, the grimy side-streets, the 
squatter huts infested with squalid children, the roads that were constantly under 
78 
repair, the arrogant British who, because of nothing better to do at home would 
come to live on the Chinese and their tolerance. Yet on the eve of kissing 
goodbye to all these undesirable elements, there was in her a desolation, regret 
that she had, perhaps, not tried her best to appreciate the place. (54) 
Here Lee catalogs the complaints leveled against Hong Kong. Indeed, she highlights 
those aspects of the matrix that Acheson explores in Flagrant Harbour. She echoes poet 
Sue Earle's words in her poem "Painting the City": "Multi-storey block, stark as a 
tombstone and sky" (Hsia 86). Earle puns on the word "multi-storey," since not only do 
Hong Kong's buildings have many floors but also Hong Kong is a place of numerous 
stories, all waiting to be told. So too with Audrey, and the rest of the characters in 
Running Dog. In the final analysis, Audrey's attitude is fundamentally nostalgic. She 
demonstrates a powerful sense of rootedness to and affinity for Hong Kong. By the end 
of the novel this devotion is fully articulated. As it is treated early on in the text, "She 
was a part of all these too, and she was leaving them behind，，（54). Like Patrick Yu, she 
considers herself at heart to be a “Hong Kong belonger" (Yu 145). 
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CHAPTER FOUR: 
MO'S SIGNIFYING MONKEY KING 
"Do not consider the gilt face of the idol but the face of Buddha behind it." 
Chinese Proverb 
Before examining The Monkey King, a text that powerfully illustrates the trope of 
fusion fundamental to Hong Kong identity, this study will briefly sketch the life and work 
of author Timothy Mo. He is the son of mixed parentage, bom in Hong Kong to a 
Cantonese barrister father (Peter Mo Wan Lung) and an English mother (Helena 
Falkingham). His parents divorced when he was eighteen months old, and he moved to 
England at the age often. His father remarried to a Hong Kong-Chinese woman, and Mo 
spent a great deal of time as an adolescent visiting his father and stepmother in Hong 
Kong. He was educated at the Convent of the Precious Blood School, Mill Hill, and St. 
John's College, Oxford, where he studied history. While at university he was awarded its 
coveted Gibbs Prize for his writing. He thereafter worked for a string of publications 
ranging from the Boxing News to The Times (London) Educational Supplement. He has 
published five novels thus far: The Monkey King (1978); Sour Sweet (1982),. An Insular 
Possession (1986); The Redundancy of Courage (1991); and Brownout on Breadfruit 
Boulevard (1995). Mo's first novel, The Monkey King’ won him a number of literary 
awards, including the 1979 Faber Memorial Prize. In 1990，Mo was named one of the 20 
Best Young British Novelists of the 1980s (McRae 33). He has used Hong Kong as his 
permanent residency for most of the past decade. 
One way to begin analyzing Mo as an author is to examine what he says about 
himself. A moment of self-disclosure occurred in 1986，when upon hearing that Kingsley 
Amis had received the Booker Prize (Mo had been short-listed for An Insular 
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Possession), he exclaimed "Amis belongs to the tradition that I absolutely loathe! He's 
typical of the kind of English novelist who has no ideas and whose characters are very 
thin. His books are dead, provincial things—unlike the kind of novels that are being 
written by authors like Graham Swift or Salman Rushdie" (Adachi 1). This remark is 
particularly telling. In it, Mo reveals a number of his views regarding the role and 
responsibilities of the author. First, he considers himself an English writer. As such, he 
situates himself in the context of this tradition. Surprisingly, Mo knows only about thirty 
words of Chinese. He is quoted as saying "Chinese people don't like my novels . . . . in 
the Far East, I am sometimes embarrassed to be half-Chinese" (Ackroyd 15). This is also 
important, since he sees himself as equally part of both cultures. Next, he is intimately 
concerned with ideas and their implications. In fact, Mo's fictive sensibility has 
fundamental affinity with Richard Weaver's main contention, as stated in the title, of his 
Ideas have Consequences (1958). Mo further connects the importance he places on ideas 
with a writer's depth of characterization. He then decries Amis's parochial view, and 
specifically identifies himself with post-modem author Graham Swift and post-colonial 
leading light Salman Rushdie. Commenting on his own fiction, Mo has said that "People 
[now] like a mirror; they don't want a window. So I'm right on the margin now, in my 
treatment and my subject, but I firmly believe I，m writing about things that will be seen 
to have been significant, 50 years down the line. It will move to the centre as every year 
goes by，，(Tonkin 3). 
A number of critics liken Mo to Rushdie and other post-colonial writers. One 
critic, Peter Kemp, has written that "No novelist is better qualified than Mo to do stinging 
justice to [post-colonial problems]. Ever since his fist novel, The Monkey King, set in 
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contemporary Hong Kong, his fiction has fanned out to explore multifarious aspects of 
imperialism and its aftermath" ("Darkness Visible" 1). Critic John Sutherland has 
written that: "Mo is, with Salman Rushdie and Hanif Kureoshi，a leading practitioner of 
postcolonial fiction—arguably Britain's last imperial possession. As with them, his 
territory is the no-man's land left by the ebb of empire. Disorientation is as much 
Mo's theme as Rushdie's, although his is a different East" (Sutherland 2). 
Mo, as the previous quote regarding Amis indicates, agrees with this assessment. 
Yet Mo describes his project as a writer in decidedly different terms. As he has said, 
"People like to call writers like myself ‘Anglo-Exotics，and say: ‘The Empire Strikes 
Back.' But I like to think the English novel is big enough to accommodate all of us" 
(Adachi 2). Indeed, Mo told one interviewer: “the big change in English literature in the 
last 15 or 20 years is its intemationalisation. Foreign writers have always contributed to 
English writing-Conrad, Joyce, Naipaul-but it just seems more evident now. It's all part 
of the decolonisation process. As Rushdie said, ‘The empire strikes back'" (Pullinger 6). 
Mo himself, as the product of an English mother and Hong Kong-Chinese father, 
is of two worlds. Scholars Tao Tao Liu and David Faure, in discussing the construction 
of local versus broader cultures, have highlighted the importance of an outsider's 
perspective in relation to that of the insider. In their words: 
Describing culture from the outside is different from defining it from within. 
From the outsider's standpoint, culture is a part of other people's identity, to 
which objective consistency must be applied as the most important criterion. But 
the right and ability to define culture is the prerogative of the insider, who may 
not hold to objective consistency. The historian looking in from the outside 
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should respect the insider's rights, but in appealing to History, outsider and 
insider appeal to the same objectivity. Positing a difference between the insider 
and the outsider suggests that local cultures are constructs in the articulation of 
identities, but History is common ground. (Tao and Faure 3-4) 
According to this line of reasoning, objectivity and perspective coexist as equals: the 
insider and outsider to a culture must be ever mindful of the advantages and shortcomings 
of both positions. 
Like Hong Kong, which is said to be “somewhere between heaven and earth," Mo 
is uniquely situated somewhere between both universes of cultural experience, and as 
such has a unique vantage point in translating and interpreting the Hong Kong 
experience. Yet Mo disingenuously denies this. As he has said, "My books aren't a 
reflection of my character or experience. As a novelist, my duty is to exercise the 
imagination; my books come mainly from what I've observed" (Adachi 2). British 
journalist Kate Kellaway has written the following: 
Mo is both serious and a jester. Much of what he says about himself falls into the 
category of the serious joke. He says it is a mistake to think of the offspring of 
mixed parents as being like "cafe au lait.，，He sees himself not as a mixture of 
races but as someone who can switch "100 percent" from one to another. He 
looks Chinese, feels Chinese, but his beard is red when he lets it grow. (Kellaway 
62) 
If Mo were in this instance to be taken at face value, he would hold a dual identity that 
shifts from one culture to another. Yet, as his writings show, he suggests that a 
"both/and" rather than "either/or" dichotomy exists. 
83 
Mo has said little publicly on the subject of culture. But what he has said defies 
conventional wisdom. He told one interviewer: "It seems to me absolutely demonstrable 
that cultures are d i f ferent . . . . And if they're different, they will be by definition unequal 
. . . . A society where you're taken off in the middle of the night for torture, or your kids 
fail an exam at school because you don't pay a bribe to the teacher: they are inferior 
societies" (Tonkin 2). On the subject of cultural generalities, Mo has said that "this is a 
taboo area. You're walking on a minefield. Stereotype has got a negative connotation, in 
ordinary life and for a novelist. But I've never found it a bad word. It's a survival 
blueprint that human beings carry around. Stereotypes are more likely to be correct than 
anything else" (Tonkin 3). While Mo stresses that individuals are free to rise above, or 
fall below, the imputed traits of a group, he believes that people can be sucked down into 
the lowest common denominator. Indeed, for his next novel, Mo has chosen as his hero a 
"virulent Fascist" (Tonkin 3). “I want to write about it sympathetically," he says (Tonkin 
3). Yet he denies that he actively wants to tease liberal sensibilities, "because, I subscribe 
to them I'm a Labour voter but there's the truth of things, and there's how we would 
like them to be，，(Tonkin 3). 
Stylistically speaking, Timothy Mo wrestles with definitions of form and style, 
trying to distinguish it from both English and Chinese literature. Yet his works are 
structurally informed by the post-World War II literature of post-modem narration. They 
are stories rich in humor, which means that a writer has distance from his material, and 
equally rich in suspense, a charming narrative voice, and gentle but effective social 
criticism. Indeed, Mo has been praised by many critics for his authentic dialogue and his 
descriptive talent. His dual perspective on the cultural clash between Eastern and 
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Western societies has prompted several critics to label his novels as original and 
insightful. As one interviewer has commented: "With a foot in both camps. Mo keeps his 
Chinese tongue firmly in his British cheek with devastating effect" (Thwaite 12). 
As numerous critics noted when The Monkey King was initially released, the plot 
itself does not seem to be Mo's main concern. As one critic wrote, "the story is rather 
plotless" (Larson 626). As another wrote in the British trade publication Books and 
Bookman, "there's little 'plot'" (Brockway 50). The reason for this, however, is quite 
simple. Mo wishes to explore the man Wallace Nolasco himself, and above all his 
identity, rather than concentrate on issues of plot. Hence the title of the novel refers to 
the name of a character, and not the dramatic action that transpires. Rather than position 
the plot to drive Wallace forward, Wallace drives the plot. Wallace is the focal point of 
the text, and it is he and his discoveries-facilitated and made possible by the picturesque 
adventures he experiences—that are best focused on. 
The themes that emerge from major-domo Mo's The Monkey King, are to be 
found throughout the corpus of Hong Kong English-language writing. While Mo 
published The Monkey King in Britain in 1978, Hong Kong already had a rich and 
expanding literature of Anglophone works. Two novels that function as important 
counterpoints to The Monkey King are Lee Ding Fai's Running Dog (1980) and Patrick 
Acheson's Flagrant Harbour (1983). The two novels were published within three years 
of each other, one by an expatriate man living in Hong Kong, and the other by a Hong 
Kong-Chinese woman. They vividly demonstrate the motifs featured so prominently in 
The Monkey King and indeed that are common to the Hong Kong corpus. The three 
novels provide-as Timothy Mo has suggested of his own works-windows into the Hong 
85 
Kong matrix. 
The Monkey King (1978) is set in Hong Kong and centers on the life of Wallace 
Nolasco, a twenty-five year-old man from the former Portuguese colony of Macao. 
Wallace marries into a large, traditional Chinese family headed by the patriarchal Mr. 
Poon. Shunned by his in-laws, Wallace struggles to preserve his cultural and indeed 
individual identity. He secures a position in his father-in-law's business but is exiled to a 
village in the New Territories after being manipulated into an act of corruption. Early on 
Wallace tells his wife, May Ling, that "You thought I could make myself boss of your 
father house just like you were saying? Things just didn't ever happen like that" (Mo 
116). Ultimately, however, Wallace grudgingly accepts the traditional ways of the 
Chinese—on his own terms-and earns the respect of Mr. Poon, who eventually names 
him heir to his business empire. In keeping with The Monkey King of the novel's title, 
Wallace's intelligence, wit, and audacity result in his assuming the patriarchal position in 
the Poon household after Mr. Poon's death. While there is a common fund of experience 
between the main character and Eurasians in general, it is important to remember that 
Macanese-Eurasian Wallace Nolasco is not to be equated with Timothy Mo himself. 
Wallace undergoes something of an identity crisis during his adventures; his journey 
from naivete to mature perception, from illusion to insight, is his own, not Mo's. To read 
The Monkey King as an autobiographical confession is to become entrapped by the 
biographical fallacy. 
Perhaps the most important fact about Mo is his celebratory attitude towards his 
subject. A playfulness abounds throughout the narrative, including many puns and 
tongue-in-cheek allusions. The verbal brilliance, the exuberant and playful use of 
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language, reminds the reader that The Monkey King is basically a comic and celebratory 
work, for the hero is ultimately better off at the end. For each of Mo's novels, 
particularly The Monkey King, is comic in tone. Yet Mo's use of comedy and comedic 
elements is anything but dark. It is fervently, profoundly uplifting. The characters in his 
works, especially so with Wallace Nolasco, are fundamentally heroic. Indeed, by linking 
Wallace Nolasco with Chinese myth Mo solidifies the connection between comedy and 
heroism. Regarding the novel's title, the Monkey King is the lead figure in the Chinese 
classic Journey to the West. The original Monkey King (here referred to without the 
article “the” to differentiate between the older and newer texts), is known to the Chinese 
as Journey to the West. It is one of the renowned classical Chinese novels that dates back 
four centuries (the others being The Water Margin, also known as Outlaws of the Marsh, 
Dream of the Red Mansion, and Romance of the Three Kingdoms). 
Monkey King is based on the adventures of a real-life Chinese monk, Xuan Zang 
(602-664). After years of trials and tribulations, he traveled on foot to what is today India, 
the birthplace of Buddhism, to seek the Sutra (the Buddhist sacred volume). When he 
returned to China, he began a project of translating the Sutra into Chinese, thus 
facilitating the growth of Buddhism in China. Monkey King is an allegorical rendition of 
this journey, mingling Chinese fables, fairy tales, legends, superstitions, popular beliefs, 
monster stories, and elements ofTaoist and Buddhist theology. While the reader is 
fascinated by the prowess and wisdom of Monkey, the subtext is such that the protagonist 
embodies a rebellious spirit against feudal rulers. 
The contumacious Monkey, in fact, signifies subversion of and rebellion against 
authority: he claims himself to be emperor of the universe, yu huang da di, or the "Great 
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Emperor of Jade." This act of high treason puts him at odds with the gods. He decides to 
engage in a one-man war against them, stealing the crown treasure of the sea god and 
then descending into hell to demand freedom for its captives. The gods finally capitulate. 
They convince the Emperor to offer Monkey an official title to appease him. The monkey 
accepts the offer. When he discovers his position to be that of "stable keeper," however, 
he revolts again. Eventually, the gods subdue him. Despite their attempts to execute him, 
Monkey escapes and joins forces with an outlaw pig, a monk, and a sea monster. 
Together, they set off on a "journey to the West." 
The comparison of Wallace Nolasco to Monkey comments upon The Monkey 
King's treatment of identity. As Li Shengheng writes regarding Chinese mythology: 
Many mythological figures are intransigent heroes. Far from remaining inactive 
when confronted with natural disasters or formidable enemies, they demonstrate 
an extraordinary energy in overcoming them It is not the Lord on High, but 
their own determination that shapes their destiny. Instead of being subservient to 
a divine will, they find themselves in direct opposition to it The Journey to 
the West, which retraces the struggle between the Monkey King and the evil 
spirits, is in many respects inspired by [this] mythology (Li 225). 
In spite of the fact that he is considered to be an outsider, Wallace Nolasco succeeds in 
developing his own identity and character. He succeeds Mr. Poon as family patriarch, he 
has a happy and successful marriage, and he makes a great deal of money in business. 
He overcomes difficulties and adversaries through his own pluck and initiative, and in 
doing so exemplifies a number of prominent Hong Kong themes and motifs. 
From another perspective, as Shirley Lim has written, "Monkey creates havoc 
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among the hierarchical levels of gods and goddesses. An epic comedy as well as a 
religious text, Journey to the West underscores Buddhist valuation of cosmic harmony 
and right living at the same time that it valorizes the energy and subversive 
transgressiveness of its lowly characters" (Writing 133). Intriguingly, the complex 
connection between the characters of Wallace and Monkey lends itself to a number of 
fascinating interpretations. If nothing else, the link infuses the story with a mythical 
dimension and mythic symbolism that would otherwise be lacking. Indeed, the title 
makes explicit the myth-making that cultural process-in terms ofMo's linking of the two 
figures-entails. Regarding his aesthetic more generally, Mo has said that "the modem 
trend . . . is cynical, believing there is no such thing as a hero, that everyone has feet of 
clay. I don't believe that. One in every fifty human beings you meet is a very 
exceptional person" (Pullinger 6). 
The Monkey King has been called "a comedy of Hong Kong manners" 
(Sutherland 1). The setting is Hong Kong, and the main character is a mixed Eurasian 
who is seen as an outsider. Wallace Nolasco is ultimately assimilated into a traditional 
Chinese family, and articulates his own sense of self in doing so. Regarding Mo's choice 
of a Macao "Portuguese" to be the representative figure of Western culture, as Austin 
Coates has written, "considering that China was the most difficult of all countries to have 
dealings with, Portuguese establishment in Macao, in tacit concord and understanding, 
ranks as one of the most remarkable moments in the annals of East and West" {Macao 
Narrative 28). Indeed, as Coates writes of Macao's early history, from 1757 onward "It 
became in effect the outpost of all Europe in China—indeed，the centre and fulcrum of 
foreign relations with China-a position it held for more than eighty years, until 1841, 
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when with the foundation of Hongkong, and the opening of Shanghai and the other 
Treaty Ports to foreign residence, a new era began，，(Macao Narrative 83). The irony is, 
of course, that Wallace is an Eurasian, a man of two worlds, a figure of hybridity. 
One important dimension of Macao's culture and Macanese identity is the 
relationship between the Macanese and the Portuguese residing in Europe. As scholar 
Ronald Daus writes in his study Portuguese Eurasian Communities in Southeast Asia: 
What exactly was the power which for centuries made [Eurasian descendants of 
Portuguese] resist assimilation into their environment? There is only one 
common link among the Portuguese of Southeast Asia today. They could be 
living in completely different environments, that is in small villages, in suburbs, 
or in the centre of a metropolis; they may be fanners or doctors; they may be 
isolated in a remote comer of the world or part of a worldwide communications 
network. What they all have in common is an overwhelming desire to secure a 
certain social dominance. Politically and socially they demand a privileged 
status. The influence they exercise in their present environment is due mainly to 
the fact that they are Portuguese and they continuously endeavor to show others 
that they, the Portuguese, deserve a privileged status. (2-3) 
Another interesting contribution to an explanation of Portuguese Eurasian solidarity takes 
the form of a concept set forth by Dr. Antonio de Oliveira Salazar, Prime Minister of 
Portugal from 1932 to 1968. During the 1960s, when Portugal faced heavy pressures to 
give independence to its overseas territories, Salazar enunciated the notion of "Portugal 
Overseas": Portugal's territories had been, in Salazar's mind, culturally and legally 
integrated into the Portuguese nation. This mentality is similar to Wallace's at the 
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beginning of his journey. He begins the story at odds with himself, with the Chinese, and 
with Hong Kong. He has refused to accept his identity as a Cantonese, preferring to 
define himself solely in terms of Western civilization, generally, and overseas 
Portuguese, specifically. After graduating from a university in the Republic of China, 
Wallace returns to Macao and joins "many Portuguese clubs" {Monkey King 16). Mo 
begins his discussion of the complex relationships between physical characteristics, 
culture, and identity early on in the novel. He says that "amongst the Portuguese of 
Macao，，there was "an atavistically flared nose or a rounded eye" (4). The word 
"atavistically" signifies that the resemblance is to remote ancestors rather than parents, 
and emphasizes the actual distance, in terms of both space and time, between the 
Macanese of Macao and the Portuguese of Portugal. Likewise, that such features of 
appearance could be found "here and there" highlights the precarious status of their 
actual familial connections. 
The very first chapter of The Monkey King, which depicts Wallace Nolasco and 
his marriage to May Ling, introduces and develops most of the thematic materials upon 
which Mo will play his endless variations: cultural conflict, the family, alienation, 
violence, responsibility, and reconciliation. He also introduces a number of the images 
and motifs that recur throughout the novel, and which in turn can be found throughout the 
Hong Kong corpus: the city, money, food, "home," the figure of the financier, the comic 
hero, ritual, elements of folklore and myth, and religious and epic allusions. This 
complicated panoply of imagery and symbolism conveys the book's constellation of 
themes, the chief of which, perhaps, is that the individual must assume responsibility for 
shaping his own identity and reconciling himself with his environment, regardless of the 
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strictures or limits imposed by the community; he must move beyond the condition of 
outsider conferred by an indifferent and impersonal society to a sense of self that allows 
him to impose his own imagination on an ambiguous reality which is not only oppressive 
but instead alive with endless possibilities. 
The theme of reconciliation, both in the sense of conciliation between contraries 
and harmonization or synthesis of opposites, is paramount. And this theme in fact is just 
what is to be expected in the Hong Kong context. Mo's deft employment of this theme 
exemplifies the operative dynamic of Hong Kong culture, and Wallace Nolasco embodies 
it. One critic associates this cardinal theme of reconciliation with post-colonial writing 
more generally by focusing attention on the role ofMo's stylistics. In his mind, Mo's 
comic realism is an instance of an author's form matching his substance: 
Mo's novels center on reconciliation . … t h i s universal theme is well served, kept 
from cliche by the perspective of life seen as human comedy--Mo，s crowing 
achievement is a comic realism often likened to that of V.S. Naipaul. It is not 
merely the deft delineation of people and their language at which Mo excels; he 
also portrays their collision with a standard no human could possibly satisfy. All 
are subject to error, such as the ambulance men who come for the sister-in-law of 
Wallace's wife after a botched suicide attempt. Her self-inflicted wounds, the 
reader is told, will heal quickly. More serious are the concussions and broken ribs 
sustained when these agents of mercy dropped her on the staircase. (Winks 59) 
In Wood's view, Mo employs a style of comic realism to explore the most profound and 
complex of cultural questions. As with the inept paramedics, so too with the author: Mo 
delivers pain with a smile. 
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While synthesis, harmonization, and fusion are the powerful dynamics that fuse 
Hong Kong culture like a nuclear reactor, the form these impulses take on a more 
practical level is the quest for cultural identity. Although he does not realize it himself, 
the protagonist of The Monkey King seeks identity, not as an individual, but as a 
Westerner in Chinese society. Mo's comic realism draws the reader's attention to the 
irony that Wallace is, of course, Chinese. He encounters and combats the problems his 
"fathers" (both Mr. Poon and Wallace Sr.) outline to him. This Monkey King searches 
for self-definition in terms of the sense of life and values gained from the unique 
Macanese experience. His quest, however-like that of almost every other Mo 
protagonist-ends in the conviction that the Macanese experience is not so unique: 
cultural identity becomes indistinguishable from the human condition. This thematic 
North Star is the end point of the impulse to harmonize, the urge to merge. In the end, 
Wallace realizes that humanity is humanity regardless of the physical exterior it assumes. 
The way in which Mo bridges the gap between the uniqueness and the 
universality of Macanese and Hong Kong-Chinese experience is through the use of myth 
and history. The Monkey King is filled with references and allusions to folk-tales and 
tellers, cultural artifacts, and history. In his novels, Mo repeatedly singles out myth and 
history as the source of genuine self-definition. One novel in particular, An Insular 
Possession (1994)，is a five-hundred-page meta-histoiical exploration of this process. All 
the while, however, Mo insists that on its most profoundest level Macanese and Hong 
Kong-Chinese experience, and, by implication, human experience, is of a whole. Behind 
Wallace Nolasco is not only the East's Monkey King but also the West's Hercules. Thus 
when Mo uses myth in his fiction, he consciously adapts it to the myths of the larger 
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global culture. 
A second chief motif prominent in The Monkey King, and indeed present 
throughout Hong Kong literature and culture, is the importance and practice of ritual. 
This is yet another form that the Hong Kong dynamic takes. As it functions in the 
literature, ritual is the repetition of action for symbolic purpose. It abstracts experience 
from history {The Monkey King is a historical novel by virtue of its setting, 1950s Hong 
Kong) by extending it over time and emphasizing form over context. In one sense, ritual 
is the agent that converts social experience into a symbol of mythic experience. When 
Mo puts elements of Chinese myth into a series with similar elements of Western 
mythology, he is ritualizing them, making each experience a repetition of the other. He is 
removing the Chinese experience from its historical time and place and replacing it in the 
long run of time, erasing its distinctiveness, heightening its similarity to other experience. 
He is translating an expression of the way things work in a particular, man-made, social 
world to an expression of the way they work in a larger, uncontrollable, cosmic world 
(hence the unity, or tao, of all things). 
This function of ritual as it operates in The Monkey King is inextricably tethered 
to questions of identity and identity formation. As two theorists have discussed this 
connection in the context of Hong Kong culture: 
Questions of identity are complex; layer upon layer of meaning shrouds identity 
and identities. Past experience, like the human body, wastes first to its bones, 
and, when the skeleton finally collapses, disappears beneath the paraphernalia of 
death buried with it in the grave. Ultimately, local identity and the Chinese state 
meet in the realm of religion, where by an act of faith, history may be revived like 
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the spirit from the grave. Worshippers offer it incense, meat, and wine, knowing 
fully well that only the incense goes towards heaven, that little wine is ever used 
in libation, and that meat is to be consumed by themselves" (Tao and Faure 11). 
Hence the act of ritual as it is practiced in Hong Kong is itself a type of identity 
formation. According to this reading of an important cultural practice, ritual becomes a 
metaphor for the maintenance of a local identity. While this dimension of The Monkey 
King is best understood as simply an emphasis on ritual in the maintenance of identity, 
critic John Rothfork figures it more narrowly as Wallace's "recovery and practice of a 
ritualized Confucianism" (Rothfork 412). 
The prominent themes, motifs, and tropes that The Monkey King suggests are 
prominent throughout Hong Kong culture (and which are indeed found throughout Hong 
Kong literature) include cultural conflict, the family, alienation, violence, responsibility, 
reconciliation, the city, money, food, “home,，，the figure of the financier, and the comic 
hero. A close reading of various segments of text consistently reveal these recurring 
concerns. The very first line of the text signals Mo's subject in The Monkey King., the 
man Wallace himself and his relations, as a Macanese, to the Hong Kong-Chinese. This 
treatment of the relationship between cultural conflict and identity is found throughout 
Hong Kong English-language texts. In terms of The Monkey King, one writer has 
commented on the opening by saying that "the teasing tone ofMo's novel is set by very 
first line" (Feldman 1). Shirley Geok-lin Lim has written in a different vein that “[t]he 
novel's opening passage deconstructs both Portuguese and Chinese ethnicity as unstable 
identities" {Writing 107). As the novel begins, “On the whole Wallace avoided intimate 
dealings with the Chinese." This line is ironic, since "it would have been difficult to tell 
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Wallace] apart from [his] Chinese neighbours" (2). The notion of identity is likewise 
alluded to, since Wallace “avoided，，contact with the race he himself is both akin to and 
distinct from. The phrase "cheek by jaundiced jowl" registers the contempt Wallace feels 
toward the Chinese. This is the first instance in The Monkey King of a conflict found 
throughout Hong Kong writing: humanity's struggle against dehumanization. His use of 
the word "jowl" evokes the two meanings of the word, both cheek and dewlap, conjuring 
up the notion of a loose fold of skin hanging from the throat of a cow, dog, or other 
animal. This use of animal imagery is an example of the tendency for two cultures, when 
meeting, to dehumanize the other. The second half of the second sentence conveys 
Wallace's attitudinal disposition toward the Cantonese: they are "arrogant and devious." 
For their part, the Cantonese think little better of Westerners, which the text refers 
to as "barbarian[s]." In this way, both Oriental and Occidental are aware of what Bhabha 
calls "the presence of difference" {Nation 80). The phrase "turning blank faces，，at once 
suggests the reserved calm exhibited by many Chinese while playing off of the word 
"face," a central notion in Chinese relationships and culture. The next sentence describes 
Wallace's view of himself ("Like his fellow Portuguese"). In the last sentence, Wallace 
posits the powerful image of "the Chinese and himself as prisoners together in a long 
chain-gang, the descendants of the original convicts" as a metaphor for the relationship 
between the two races. With this rhetorical gesture, Mo manipulates and comments upon 
the notion-articulated by Frantz Fannon, Said, and others—that the colonial system 
exploited both colonizer and colonized. Indeed, he subtly subverts and problematizes this 
assertion through irony since both European and Chinese are figured as being convicts. 
But rather than necessarily implicating the system itself as the agent of oppression, Mo 
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subtly suggests that it is human nature which accounts for such a state of affairs. The 
word “fanciful” (the text states that "In fanciful moments" Wallace imagines this) 
suggests that such a relationship exists only in the imagination and thus does not 
correspond to the reality of the situation. The notion of a chain is further significant in 
that it alludes to the marriage of May Ling and Wallace: they are to live in an arranged 
marriage. On another level entirely, this religious and epic allusion to the “chain-gang，’ 
suggests the idea of the Great Chain of Being-that coherent and complex worldview that 
lies at the foundation of the West. Hence in one sentence Mo combines history and 
humor to comment upon the most delicate of social and philosophical questions. 
Yet Mo immediately softens his position and casts Wallace as the comic hero he 
is intended to be. The reader is quickly told that "there was a kind of tenuous, mutually 
patronizing relationship between the Portuguese and the Chinese.，，Indeed, "Wallace 
recognized this." And although Wallace speaks "impeccable Cantonese," he pretends not 
to understand the vernacular vulgarities of the Guandongyan. The word "braying," used 
to describe their speech, further evokes the animal imagery first suggested by the word 
"jowl" in the preceding paragraph. This next paragraph also signals a shift in the point of 
view of the narrative voice. Although Wallace considers himself to be of European 
stock, this identity is complicated by the messy reality of centuries of interbreeding and 
genetic intermingling. Indeed, at times Wallace can be more "Chinese" than the 
members of his new Chinese family. For instance, it is Wallace who teaches May Ling 
how to play Chinese checkers (19). Ultimately, Wallace becomes the head of the Poon 
household, and "his authority, diffidently worn, went unchallenged" (214). Mo sustains a 
keen sense of irony throughout the text through this sort of contradiction and 
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counterpoint. Indeed, Mo's contrapuntal development of character and theme gain epic 
resonance. He manipulates realism to sober and control the reader's response, just as he 
takes narrative liberties to create an echoing, circular text. 
Mo's use of Cantonese words and phrases, and the presence of recorded dialect 
speech, introduce the role of language in identity and identity formation. As Austin 
Coates has written regarding Portuguese identity in the Macao context, "Provided [any] 
man spoke Portuguese and was a Catholic--or pretended to be~it was not too difficult to 
find a place for himself in Portuguese Asia，，(Macao Narrative 63). Wallace speaks not 
only Portuguese and Cantonese but English as well. Wallace's recorded speech is located 
where Henry Louis Gates, Jr., situates the critic of post-colonial literature, "at a sort of 
crossroads, a discursive crossroads at which two languages meet" (Gates 18). In 
counterpoint to the adoption of English by the Hong Kong-Chinese, there is a certain 
underlying resentment that Westerners sometimes make little or no effort to leam 
Chinese. This is an issue often dealt with in Hong Kong English-language literature. As 
eminent Hong Kong-Chinese lawyer Patrick Yu Shuk-siu writes of a former supervisor, 
"apparently Lt. Comdr. Davies had spent a considerable number of years in the Harbour 
Office in Hong Kong, but surprisingly never leamt to speak or understand even 
Cantonese, not to mention Mandarin" (Yu 46). Yu himself early on realized the practical 
benefits of fluency in the English tongue, saying that "my knowledge of the English 
language and my ability to communicate readily in both Chinese and English were both 
useful assets" (Yu 53). Thus for him, like Wallace, a working knowledge of English is of 
practical value. 
Cultural conflict and identity are tied to the theme of the family. A figure that 
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hovers in the background of the story is that of Wallace's father, Wallace Nolasco, Sr. 
He serves as an important contrast to Mr. Poon, Wallace's Cantonese father-in-law. The 
Monkey King continually explores Macanese conceptions of the English people and 
notions of Britishness. For Wallace's father, Mr. Nolasco, is a self-styled "anglophile." 
His advice to Wallace is ‘“Understand the English and you will understand the Chinese, 
too，，，(3). Wallace suggests that like the Chinese "the English were a nation of crafty 
hypocrites as well." There is little question why Mo made the protagonist a Macanese 
and his father an Anglophile. The complex cultural and sociopolitical relationship 
between the Portuguese and the English, both in Europe and in Macao, spans a number of 
centuries. As Coates has written, in 1777 (one year after the United States had declared 
independence from British rule): 
Individual Britons [in Portugal], in commerce and even in the Portuguese Army, 
rose to positions of extraordinary prominence. A Scot, John Forbes Skellater, 
commanded a large section of the Army, and British professional troops were 
stationed in the country to reinforce the wretchedly neglected Portuguese soldiery. 
From Macao it looked as if Portugal was falling completely beneath British 
domination. In Macao, it was a variant of the same condition. {Macao Narrative 
86) 
The character of Wallace's father serves to remind the reader of this complex historical 
relationship while personifying the role of the family in the preservation and transmission 
of cultural values. 
Mo weaves together the themes of family, cultural conflict, and violence. Indeed, 
the text suggests that not only cultural conflict, but also cultural engagement, entails 
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violence. In the study of Wallace's father hangs "a celebrated Victorian photograph of 
British officers" next to Wallace's diploma. The photograph shows the severed heads of 
pirates "clenched like coconuts in the fists of mustachioed representatives of the master 
race，，(5). The heads, because of the "slanted eyes and high cheek-bones，，，seem "a 
caricature of the Oriental" (5). A companion passage is to be found in the last scene of 
the novel, when Wallace dreams that a monkey's head (his own) has been decapitated 
and is being eaten by his Chinese family as a delicacy. Through this use of parallel 
imagery, Mo equates two very different cultural experiences: in the end these experiences 
are fused in the person and identity of Wallace Nolasco. By the end of the novel, 
Wallace is a peacemaker. As Shirley Lim has written: 
Exiled to a village in the New Territories after being manipulated into a civil act 
of corruption by his father-in-law, Wallace falls into the community burial grave, 
an act that sets a series of incidents into motion, and that stirs up trouble between 
the Cantonese villagers and the British authorities. Averting a bloody war 
between the Cantonese and their Hakka neighbors, Wallace causes a lake to form, 
then leads the villagers to exploiting the lake as a weekend resort for Hong Kong 
urbanites. (Writing 96) 
Wallace functions as a mediator and an agent of change. Through his person, a character 
of fused identity, he is able to defuse potentially destructive situations. As a figure of 
synthesis and reconciliation, Wallace reconciles opposing parties and forces around him 
as he does with his own internal contraries. 
The narrator compares Wallace marrying a Chinese girl to being "no stranger than 
being required to ally, say, with a White Russian or an Indian." The relationship is thus 
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figured as a battle or war with allies (this is reinforced by the designation "White 
Russian，，）（8). It also highlights the color, "white," and touches on the subject of 
communism, civil war, and revolution. In short order Wallace will be involved in a civil 
war, a series of domestic battles, of his own. The word "ally" hints at this analogy. The 
reference to Indians and India is important for two reasons: the British employed Indians 
as soldiers in Hong Kong (as did the Portuguese in Macao); and the PRC fought a border 
war with India in 1962 in which, as one author has written: “the Indians fought to the last 
man. When the final round of ammunition was gone, they met the invaders with the 
bayonet. There were no deserters." (Timberlake and Triplet! 61). These references to 
war and fighting in The Monkey King underscore the importance of this extended 
metaphor and the complex of themes it represents. Yet the war analogy is an extended 
one that punctuates the text. In a description of the dinner manners of the family 
members, the "anarchic free-for-all" is described as such: "the chopsticks rattled on the 
enamel like arrows on a breastplate" (14). Here "food" functions as a prominent motif. 
Mo irreverently connects the war analogy to the image of money and food by mentioning 
that after dinner Mr. Poon would "start mining his teeth with his gold pick" (14). 
As mentioned in relation to the figure of the father, the family in The Monkey 
King is seen as the most important of institutions, and the physical house is the locale of 
this institution. The motif of the "home" and its association with the family in therefore 
central to Hong Kong literature. Indeed, the home is a shelter, a world apart from, and a 
defense against, the outside world. Yet events outside of the home can have powerful 
ramifications within. As Patrick Yu Shuk-siu has written regarding the disruption of this 
idyllic state, "the outbreak of [WW II] had all of a sudden mercilessly awakened me to 
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the realization that I had lived hitherto in an altogether unrealistic world of books and 
make believe . . . Things like literature and mathematics, and doing well in examinations 
were all of no immediate help to me and the family in the face of the numerous 
inexorable problems instantly created by war" (Yu 36). The word “home” refers to the 
physical domicile of a family, the geographic location of that domicile, and the institution 
of the family itself. 
While Yu locates a center of stability in the home, not so for Hin Shing Lo, 
another Hong Kong lawyer who wrote his autobiography in English. Hin served as 
Principal Magistrate for Central from 1948 until 1960. Interestingly, Hin exploits the 
word “hall，，as a symbol for his early development in both Eastern and Western settings: 
Since 1905 I have never returned to my hometown, where my childhood was 
molded by its natural scenery and the lessons learned within the precincts of the 
two historic ancestral halls. Thus the significance of the word "hall" is thousand-
fold in that it always conjures up something lofty and unique in my mind because 
it formed the vital links, that ran right through my career. In Hong Kong I was 
inspired by the great hall of Queen's College, the Lady of Aberdeen; I was also 
inspired by St. John's Hall, the University hostel and the great hall of the 
University of Hong Kong. In England I was inspired by the great hall of the Inner 
Temple, while at Cambridge, Trinity Hall became my final nursery. (Hin 6) 
Having left his home village in the New Territories at age five in 1895, Hin posits the 
"hall," rather than the "home," as the organizing principle of his life. 
The home is equated with the family. In The Monkey King, Wallace's journey 
takes place within the context of the family. In Lee's Running Dog, the story begins and 
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ends with the family. In Acheson's Flagrant Harbour, the main character searches for 
meaning through a family, through an actual physical house. And in other Hong Kong 
English-language works not treated in this study-such as Robert Elegant's Dynasty and 
John Gordon Davis's The Years of the Hungry Tiger-tho family is the focal point and 
plays a pivotal role. Yet the treatment of the family by Hong Kong writers is in many 
ways different from this motifs treatment in century literature as a whole. As 
Robert Con Davis has written: ‘‘In the modem (symbolic) version the family is a creation 
within the literary tradition, not in any way a natural development of culture but a symbol 
(still a cultural product) with connections to many areas of meaning" (Davis 53). In 
Hong Kong writing, the family is similarly cast in a variety of dimensions: mythic, 
folkloric, historical, biological, legal, political, psychological, religious, and 
philosophical. Yet it is consistently presented differently from in other bodies of English-
language literature. Davis's description of the family in the modem novel as "irreducibly 
complex and paradoxical, a unity divided against itself," is not true of most families in 
Hong Kong literature (Davis 53). In the Hong Kong novel, complexity does not equal 
chaos, and families do not unravel. For better or worse, the center does indeed hold. 
A home is first constituted through a marriage. Why is Wallace to be married to 
May Ling Poon? As critic Mimi Chan has written regarding what she calls the "mixed 
liaison" motif in Hong Kong Anglophone literature: 
A great number of Hong Kong novels include a liaison between a western man 
and a Chinese woman. If the love interest is not central to the novel, it is still 
included almost as if it were an obligatory part of the local coloring The 
Chinese origins of the wife give the "excuse" for the exotic Hong Kong setting so 
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familiar to the author，，(Mimi Chan, Through 234). 
Avoiding the fallacy of authorial intention, while it is possible that an author includes a 
Hong Kong-Chinese companion in the text to justify having Hong Kong as the setting, it 
is more likely that the reverse is true. In a locale where ninety-seven percent of the 
population is ethnic Chinese, and expatriate women are outnumbered by expatriate men 
four-to-one, it is reasonable to assume that such "mixed liaisons" will occur. The text 
suggests another reason for the marriage: the Poon family has money (introducing this 
important motif) according to the rumors (the notion of gossip and community discourse 
as a mild form of social control likewise figures prominently to highlight the tension 
between the individual and the community). As Shirley Lim has written, "The failed 
resistance to the homeland/culture of Chinese collectivism forms the major thematics in 
The Monkey King” {Writing 126). 
The quest for cultural identity is the "journey to the west" that Wallace embarks 
on. Both Wallace's identity and identity more generally are explicitly mentioned as 
central concerns of the story. After Wallace is ostracized by his father-in-law for a 
perceived slight, Wallace finds himself “crav[ing] stimulation, some identity in the eyes 
of the others" {Monkey King 21). A person's identity assumes its most obvious form in 
terms of that individual's name. For the first part of the story, a baby is living with the 
Poon family. Yet it has no name. As such, the baby has no identity. It is for this reason 
that, before the baby dies and is quickly disposed of, the text calls her “a metaphor of 
misery" (67). This contrasts with the other names that are important in the novel. The 
text asserts that "the Macanese, as they liked to call themselves，，(hence referring to self-
definition) "wore" their European-sounding last names "like badges" (4). The word 
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"badges," interestingly, evokes the image of a soldier or war-hero and thus hints at the 
theme of war and violence that punctuates the story and functions as a central metaphor 
in the text. Another important fact regarding names is that when Wallace finally assumes 
the helm and replaces Mr. Poon, the family will hereafter be known as the Nolascos. 
With his rise to familial authority comes an instantaneous Westemization~to whatever 
degree—in the form of a family's name change. 
The Portuguese-Macanese names that are listed ("da Souza, da Silva, Oliveira, 
Remedios") are immensely significant to the novel as a whole (10). The word "da 
Souza，，is similar to the Portuguese word sozinho, which means "alone" or "on one's 
own." This could refer to the notion of alienation prominent in much post-colonial 
fiction, and it likewise operates ironically since in the Chinese tradition the individual 
exists as a social being in relation to others, and is thus rarely if ever understood as a lone 
entity divorced from his or her social context. Most importantly, the name da Souza 
echoes that of de Sousa, who in 1555 was the first Portuguese to convince the Chinese 
authorities to allow a foreigner, himself, to trade in Chinese territory. As Austin Coates 
has written in his A Macao Narrative: "Leonel de Sousa, one of the principal [sea] 
captains, by steady perseverance and something approaching the proper Chinese use of 
go-betweens and gifts, succeeded in coming to a verbal agreement with the Marine 
Superintendent at Canton, whereby Portuguese ships might trade openly in the ports of 
Kwangtung" {Macao 25). It is not unreasonable to assume that Mo, having read history 
at Oxford University, is aware of this connection. 
The second name mentioned, "da Silva," also carries emblematic import. The 
name is from the Portuguese verb silvar which means "to hiss." This word evokes the 
105 
image of a snake, a symbol which is alluded to in the text when both the English and 
Chinese are called "nation[s] of crafty hypocrites" (3). The snake is a symbol for 
craftiness, and this reference to the word "hiss" strengthens the symbolism. On another 
level, the word sounds very much like the English word “silver，，，and thus suggests the 
money motif so central to the text and indeed present throughout Hong Kong writing in 
English and indeed Hong Kong itself. By "money" is meant currency, a medium of 
exchange, a store of value. More broadly, “money，，can mean wealth, possessions, lands, 
property, and as such always appears in literature. In its strict sense, money is seen by 
many as central to the Hong Kong milieu. Indeed, the desire to accumulate wealth is 
posited by Lee Ding Fai in Running Dog as the generator of Hong Kong's frenetic pace 
of life. As an aside, when once asked to describe Hong Kong in three words, the 
president of the American Chamber of Commerce in Hong Kong gave the most pithy of 
answers: "time is money." 
The third name, "Oliveira," is a Portuguese word which means "olive tree.，，This 
is a more complex metaphor, but refers back to the war and violence theme. The olive 
branch is a universal symbol for peace, and the protagonist of The Monkey King, 
Wallace, himself figures as an olive branch and peacemaker in the book. Indeed, the 
olive itself is an interesting symbol that is referred to throughout the text. Wallace often 
"munched sugared olives to appease his hunger after the day's meal，，(15). On the day 
that Mr. Poon and Wallace have their first significant falling-out, Wallace's brother-in-
law Ah Lung is seen "dressed in an olive tweed suit" (19). Olive oil connotes its use in 
antiquity as a means of exchange: this again serves to connect identity to the motif of 
money. 
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The last name, “Remedios，，，is a Portuguese word that means "medicine," 
"drugs," or "remedy." In terms ofMo's comic realism, this is ironic since Wallace's 
marriage to May-ling is itself an attempt to remedy the economic troubles of the Nolasco 
family, as well as remedy the Poon family's attempts at finding a suitable husband for the 
less-than-desirable daughter of the patriarch's concubine. As the text states, in May-
ling's father's mind, "[u]nder the circumstances, a poor Portuguese was a creative 
solution，，(8). The word "solution" evokes a sense of the marriage as remedy. On a more 
global level, the word “remedy，，hints at the reconciliation and synthesis theme so 
prominent in The Monkey King and pivotal in Hong Kong culture. 
Of central importance to questions of Hong Kong identity is the notion of 
location. This concern is epitomized in the sense of contrast—indeed，clash-which the 
novel evokes. The Poons' home is a vivid embodiment of this sense; this refers back to 
the prominence of a physical home. In the Poon home, "the rooms were furnished in a 
mixture of two basic styles: classical Chinese and government surplus" (5). In an echo of 
Hemingway's famed short story The Snows of Kilimanjaro, the text mentions that "In the 
long, strangely wide corridor that ran through the lower floor, pinned to the parquet by 
one leg of Mr Poon's desk, just before the spiral iron staircase to the top floor, was the 
pelt of a scruffy, astounded polar bear" (6). The bear symbolizes Wallace, who finds 
himself "pinned down" by Mr. Poon. More importantly, the bearskin is oddly out of 
place amidst the "classical Chinese and government surplus" pieces that adorn the house; 
so too with Wallace. As a young man of mixed cultural identity, Wallace finds himself 
equally "astounded." The first paragraph of Hemingway's story explains that "close to 
the western summit there is a dried and frozen carcass of a leopard. No one has 
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explained what the leopard was seeking at that altitude" (Hemingway 2038). Such a 
comment seems equally appropriate for the "astounded polar bear" and Wallace Nolasco 
himself. For the African Kujichagulia consider the peak of Kilimanjaro to be the source 
of knowledge. This brief allusion squares with the title: both are mythic references. 
Hong Kong in The Monkey King is a place populated by characters of mixed 
cultural identity. Among these, the figure of Mr. Poon, financier extraordinaire, stands 
tall. First, Mr. Poon recognizes the dual identity of Wallace. When justifying the violent 
punishment of his thirty-four year-old son Ah Lung for stealing money (again that motif) 
to pay off gambling debts, Mr. Poon appeals first to Wallace's Western identity, then his 
Eastern: ‘“[Ah Lung] do wrong. I punish him. It in the bible. It was our old Chinese 
custom" (20). Mr. Poon is not simply being pragmatic in his appeal to Wallace, for he 
himself has something of a mixed identity. The reader is told “[I]n his own room a 
sadistically technical crucifixion reclined across the belly of a chubby bronze Buddha" 
(22). Not only Mr. Poon, but his two household amahs are implicated in this cultural 
mixing; the two "sisters had streaked the gaunt Christ's pallid ivory body with red paint" 
(22). To add to the cultural confusion of a Catholic effigy and a Buddha smeared with 
red paint for good luck, the text states that in fact, "as a member of the Baptist 
congregation, Mr. Poon had his obligations" (22). Hence Mr. Poon's ritualized 
observance of no less than three religious traditions simultaneously. This example of 
Eastern accommodation with Western religious practices goes beyond being a simple 
celebration of ecumenism and religious toleration. It constitutes a complex 
amalgamation of the themes of identity, ritual, and cultural reconciliation. 
Mr. Poon's reconciliation of his Buddhist, Baptist, and Catholic leanings is 
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similar to the accommodation of many Chinese Christians with such practices as baaijo 
sin, or ancestor worship. In some ways, this sense of accommodation, reconciliation, and 
synthesis is the most vivid and powerful manifestation of Hong Kong's unique identity 
and ability to bridge both East and West. From an autobiographical perspective, Patrick 
Yu Shuk-siu writes: “I have never had any doubts in my own mind that according to 
traditional Chinese belief, while ancestor worship cannot be entirely separated from 
spiritualism and the supernatural, it is only paying homage and respect to and a long way 
from deifying one's ancestors，，(Yu 32). In fact, after his embrace of the Catholic faith, 
his brother, sisters, and finally parents did as well (Yu 33). Extremely importantly, this 
religious crossover occurs to some degree in both directions. In one scene in Flagrant 
Harbour, a British expatriate police inspector, Granny, pays homage to the red-faced 
general Kuan Gong: 
In the report room there was an image of the God, Kuan Ti, the Emperor Kuan--
The image glowed red from the light of a bulb. Granny bowed his head in 
obeisance as he passed it. It was his own little ritual. It amused him that the 
police and the triads shared the same patron. Made it fairer somehow. (Acheson 
193) 
In texts throughout the Hong Kong corpus, religious exchange and ritualistic behavior 
empower characters to reconcile themselves with the world around them. As Charles 
Gumey writes in his poem “Ap Li Chau, 1969”： "Churches of Catholics, Chapels of 
Protestants / Palmist forecasters / Goddess of Tin Hau presides in her temple / Over 
allotheist Ap Li Chau" (Hsia 83). 
Wallace eventually begins to resolve his ethnic isolation and status as outsider. 
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The plot device which facilitates this social and in fact spiritual journey is mirrored by a 
concomitant physical one; Wallace and May Ling take refuge in mainland China after a 
deal gone bad puts him in danger of imprisonment on corruption charges. In one sense, 
the shift is from a new Hong Kong to an old China. Yet on another level entirely, 
Wallace is gesturing toward a reconciliation, a synthesis, a harmonious integration oiyin 
andyawg. In this respect, Wallace is striving, like Monkey himself, for a knowledge of a 
sort oitao of identity. By foregoing the complex hierarchical relationships that 
characterize the Poon family's residence in Hong Kong, Wallace exchanges it for a more 
simple vision: a New Territories village, complete with a headman, struggles against 
various acts of God, and rural priests. Wallace becomes embroiled in a row over a shrine 
and the draining of paddy fields. At this point in the text, the role offung shui is 
important not only to the plot but also to the characterization and development of 
Wallace's personality and depth as a protagonist. For on another level entirely, the 
notion offung shui comments upon Wallace's entire project and existence. Fung shui 
concerns itself, above all, with the subtle, appropriate siting of the works of men within 
nature. After successfully orchestrating a business venture, Wallace is summoned back 
to the Poon home as a prodigal son. Shortly thereafter, Mr. Poon dies and Wallace 
assumes the position of family patriarch. 
The Monkey King is fundamentally about the Hong Kong matrix in its concern 
with resolution, reconciliation, and synthesis in the global cross-pollination of cultures. 
Likewise, the text deals with the prominent themes and motifs common to Hong Kong 
English-language literature. Yet on its most profound level, the novel deals with identity. 
Wallace's identity begins as that of a Portuguese, but as he is assimilated into a 
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traditional Chinese context he initially rejects, then accepts, a precarious Chinese identity. 
By the end of the novel he has successfully integrated the two identities, never 
repudiating one at the expense of the other: Wallace combines and fuses them in his own 
person. In the final analysis, Wallace beautifully achieves what American poet and 
philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson called a "more appropriate relationship with the 
universe." This is what characters throughout the Hong Kong corpus achieve. As Stuart 
Mason-Parker writes of a character in his novel The Wind and the Water. "At last he felt 
an affinity with his environment. He felt at peace. He felt a part of it all. He felt at one 
with the wind and the water，，(276). 
I l l 
CONCLUSION 
"The socialist system and policies shall not be practised in the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region，and the previous capitalist system and way of life shall 
remain unchanged for 50 years." 
Article 5，Basic Law 
This study has explored questions related to the character of Hong Kong and the 
nature of Hongkongese identity through extended discussions of three texts: Flagrant 
Harbour, Running Dog, and The Monkey King. These readings function to not only 
sketch an outline, however vague, of Hong Kong identity, but also serve to suggest an 
approach to Hong Kong stories focusing on the traits of transit, vortex, and contrast. 
Indeed, a survey of Hong Kong anglophone literature since WWII reveals that nearly 
every work reflects three key elements of the Hong Kong milieu, and the three novels 
examined in this study are no exception. Interestingly, questions regarding the nature of 
Hong Kong and the identity of the Hongkongese are timely and relevant. As historian 
John Young has written: 
There is no historical precedent for the Hong Kong-Chinese to rely on . . . Exactly 
how much of the Hong Kong identity as we know it will remain after the transfer 
of sovereignty is unknown one thing is certain, the Hong Kong experience 
has been a unique one in the history of Modem China, and perhaps in the history 
of the world, and it deserves, and needs to be, recorded. (Young and Chan 139) 
Keeping in mind Vernon Gras's comments regarding the role of literature in approaching 
issues of identity, this study constitutes just such an attempt to record and interpret that 
Hong Kong experience (Gras 100). 
Hong Kong English-language works, nearly without exception, reflect three key 
aspects of the Hong Kong milieu. The first defining quality is transit. Transit connotes 
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three interrelated features: Hong Kong's geographic location as a point of passage; the 
vague awareness of temporariness such a station entails; and the sense of motion, 
activity, and dynamism often associated with time and money. The second quality, 
which is related to and overlaps the first, is the sense of the city of Hong Kong as a 
tourbillion or vortex. Numerous causes contribute to this: an often-labyrinthine physical 
layout of streets and buildings; the population density of much of the urban areas; the 
individual's perceived inability to evacuate his or her environment; and again, the buzz 
and hum of a seemingly frantic population. The third defining characteristic is Hong 
Kong's sense of contrast. It is a place of contraries, opposition, and contradiction. This 
is often articulated more specifically in terms of supposed economic or ethnic binaries 
such as rich and poor, East and West, Occidental and Oriental, and communist and 
capitalist. These are the three defining preliminaries of the Hong Kong platform. This 
trinity-or triad-of traits sets the stage for approaching Hong Kong English-language 
literature. 
A survey of Hong Kong English-language literature reveals--in addition to an 
implicit preoccupation with the three traits of transit, vortex, and contrast-a common 
fund of thematic materials. Such themes as cultural conflict, violence, responsibility, and 
reconciliation constitute major concerns of the texts. Likewise, an array of images and 
motifs recur throughout the Hong Kong corpus. Such motifs as the city, money, and the 
family are welded to and interwoven with ritual, myth, and epic allusions to collectively 
create an impressive and engaging body of imaginative literature. It is when one 
examines the relevant sociological and historical writing that tentative answers begin to 
offer themselves. From the time East and West first met in Hong Kong, Western 
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European (in general) and British (in particular) culture, language, traditions, and values 
have been combined with or superimposed on the previous Chinese (in general) and 
Cantonese (in particular) ones to form what has become Hong Kong culture. As an heir 
to both Chinese and British civilizations, Hong Kong has thus been the center of intense 
socio-political conflict and tension. Through developing a culture of absorption, a culture 
that reconciles differences and opposites by reconfiguring them into an altered whole, 
Hong Kong has managed to merge elements of both cultures while forming its own, 
separate, distinct culture. It is a man-child with two stepparents. 
The picture of identity that emerges from close readings of the texts of this 
culture-such as Patrick Acheson's Flagrant Harbour, Lee Ding Fai's Running Dog, and 
Timothy Mo's The Monkey King-is rich and complex. Indeed, the dynamic and frenetic 
Hong Kong matrix poses a number of formidable obstacles to the individual attempting 
to articulate an authentic sense of self and identity. How one is to accomplish such a task 
in an age when notions of identity dart from extremes of race-based collective identity to 
philosophical musings disputing the existence of the individual is a daunting and 
challenging task. However, as Hong Kong authors show, such a project is not only 
possible but also imperative. Through a process effusion, the authors in this study 
demonstrate that individuals can absorb and reconfigure cultural elements whether they 
be East and West, Oriental or Occidental, old or new, traditional or revolutionary. 
In opposition to the widespread awareness of change and temporariness that characterizes 
the Hong Kong milieu—and the frenetic pace of life and concomitant psychological 
pressures it entails-is a powerful sense of rootedness and affinity for Hong Kong. This 
impulse, nothing less than an identification with and loyalty to Hong Kong, is clearly 
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articulated by a number of Hong Kong authors. Barrister Patrick Yu Shuk-sui refers to 
just this conception of Hong Kong identity in his autobiography, A Seventh Child and the 
Law (1998), when he calls himself a "Hong Kong belonger" (Yu 145). 
An attempt to negotiate, mediate, and ultimately fuse this dual identity is the 
internal dynamic and rhetorical figure that informs and underpins the region's writing. 
Occurring across ethnic subgroups, gender, class, generational and historical boundaries, 
the motifs and themes that emanate from this central tension resonate with each other in a 
distinctively Hong Kong pattern. The range of themes that takes shape from these 
impulses is indeed vast. They include, but are not limited to, cultural conflict, the family, 
alienation, violence, responsibility, and reconciliation. In addition, a number of images 
and motifs recur throughout the the Hong Kong corpus: the city, money, food, "home," 
the figure of the financier, the comic hero, ritual, elements of folklore and myth, and 
religious and epic allusions. Perhaps the leitmotif of Hong Kong English-language 
literature is that individuals must assume responsibility for shaping their own identity and 
reconciling themselves with their environment, regardless of the strictures or limits 
imposed by the community; they must fuse together a number of elements and posit a 
sense of self that allows them to impose their own imagination on an ambiguous reality. 
Ultimately the tension between individual identity (what it means to be a Hong 
Kong person) and collective identity (issues relating to the nature of Hong Kong society) 
can be viewed as part and parcel of the Hong Kong matrix. Hong Kong encourages a 
variety of ways of examining this tension, since Hong Kong is nothing if not a place of 
paradox and reconciliation. As P. K. Leung has written, "Perhaps it is when these many 
voices sing in chorus that the texture and complexity of the story of Hong Kong can be 
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felt” (Leung 13). In this way, the individual's quest becomes a collective one; in the end, 
the quest itself is collective. As Joan Rogers writes of this in her poem "Hong Kong 
Belonger，，： 
And on this crowded island 
Where cultural rivers meet 
I join the progeny of time 
Who throng each busy street 
And calling through the rush hour, 
Whispering in the night, 
Echoing down the flight of years 
The voices all unite 
Who am I? Where am I 
going? 
To what do I belong? 
This cry in the blood of East and West 
Is the heartbeat of Hong Kong. (Hsia 142) 
Hong Kong embodies this sense of driven dynamism and cultural fusion: it is both 
entrepot and melting pot. In spite of multiplicity and difference, Hong Kong identity is 
rooted in this process of fusion and, as Rogers makes clear, "The voices all unite" (142). 
Eurasian Han Suyin articulates this fusion specifically in terms of the English-
language writer: 
We have to accept that we are divided, schizophrenic, but working schizophrenics 
and functioning precisely because of this dichotomy, which is a reflection of the 
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world today. We live with half of ourselves immersed in the past, the other 
striving towards the future. But so do all the peoples of the world today, even if 
they know it not. We share the presumptions and the prejudices of that vast 
underground of yesterday, but because we operate in another language, struggle 
with other prejudices and assumptions, we are compelled to avoid dogmas, 
categorical judgments. (Chan and Harris 21) 
Han beautifully articulates the sense of a fused identity that the Hong Kong milieu 
demands, and makes of this comment a statement on the human condition. Rather than 
solely being of interest to regionalists and narrow scholars in the field, Hong Kong 
writing is an important contribution to the growing body of English-language literature. 
Ultimately it is, in the fullest sense, a singular and significant contribution to the literature 
of the world. 
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